
Letters from Beth 
 
8 Nov 1999  
From: AnneGrizzle 
Subject: letter from beth 
 
Dear friends, 
      Many of you know that Beth has been battling a recurrence of breast  
cancer in her bones for the last month and have been praying and caring for  
you.  We are all eager to hear updates and will begin to try to send some  
regular word by email.  Here is Beth's first letter written this weekend to  
all of you.    Her sister, Anne 
 
Dear family and friends, 
     Greetings from California.  I just thought I'd update everyone regarding  
how I'm doing.  The past few weeks have been rather challenging. Five weeks  
ago and then again two weeks ago, I received  chemotherapy Taxotere.   Last  
week I received my second course of Aredea, a bone strengthening agent.   
Throughout this time I have also been receiving radiation to my left  
shoulder, lower back and ribs.  That radiation process has been completed,  
but in the meantime my upper back became more painful and my right leg more  
painful to the point where I could not walk and had to be in a wheelchair.   
Therefore they added radiation to the upper back and right hip as well.  In  
the process of receiving radiation to the upper back, my throat and esophagus  
have been burned to the point where last weekend I could no longer get food  
or fluids down easily.  So I have received a number of IV fluids this week.   
By this weekend, they ordered that I receive an IV drip of fluids and  
nutrition each night since I could not get food and fluids down.  
     Friday night when home health came to put in the IV line, it was not a  
pleasant experience.  The nurse stuck me four times without success, with the  
fourth blowing my vein.  So she had to send me to the urgent care at the  
hospital for someone else to try sticking me again.  That person failed the  
first time but to my great, great relief found a vein on her second attempt.   
I was delighted to finally be hooked up with some fluids and nutrition so I  
wouldn't be too weak.  Unfortunately, when I woke up in the morning I  
realized my line had infiltrated (which is a fancy word I just learned for  
dripping IV liquids into my arm instead of my vein).  Essentially my left arm 
was double the size of my right arm so the home health nurse by phone told my  
twin sister how to masterfully remove the line from my arm so that it  
wouldn't swell any more.  That afternoon, my doctor said that if I could not  
get down 16 ounces of fluid by 6 p.m, I would have to be hospitalized.  After  
this amount of trauma in an effort to get fluids by IV and after realizing I  
would go to the hospital if I did not get fluids down, I made a heroic  
attempt to get more fluids down my burning esophagus.  The positive enticement  
that really did the trick was that my twin sister Anne and older  sister  
Laura, who were here for our tradition of sisters weekend, said if I could  
get the 16 ounces down they would take me to the Ritz Carlton Hotel in  
Pasadena for the weekend in lieu of Norris Cancer Hospital.  This amount of  
positive and negative motivation worked extremely well for me, and I have now  
turned a corner and have been able to get some fluids down and even some  
delicious chocolate Ensure (by the way chocolate Ensure is not really  



delicious but it tastes better than sxi sticks feel in the arm).   
       Actually this weekend has been an absolutely lovely experience.  If  
any of you have siblings you still talk to, I encourage you to pursue this  
tradition as well.   We were given very special service by virture of my  
being in a wheelchair and wearing my chemo hat instead of a wig.  The  
concierge gave us a key to regular access to the first class club room where  
they have lovely food and drinks around the clock.  While I couldn't eat any  
of this, just  to look at the beautiful English tea spread out on the table  
and watch my sisters eat chocolate dipped strawberries was a pleasure to me.   
       
       When we got to our room, it was a gorgeous room overlooking the hotel  
gardens.  In that garden, they were just preparing for a beautiful  wedding  
with rose petals strewn down the lawn aisle.  It was better than a Motel 6  
video.  We opened the hotel window (they actually opened to our great  
delight) and listened while the pastor gave a nice sermon.  It reminded me a  
bit of my lovely wedding with David and the special  wedding of Christ with  
his bride the church which we anticipate. Later we found out that Gweneth  
Paltrow, the actress from Shakespeare In Love, was a member of the wedding  
gathering.  And we still got great treatment even with that competition.   
Since then we've had lovely times of meditation, singing old camp songs and  
family hymns and strolling through beautiful gardens.  This is truly a little  
paradise for me after a long month of difficult treatment.   
   Perhaps the best news of all is that after a seeming progression of the  
cancer into my hip after the first week of treatment, there seems to be a  
turn around with the cancer receding and my hip improving.  I can now limp  
along and have much more flexibility tha before.  This is the best news to  
think that perhaps the taxotere, radiation, and/ or Holy Spirit are  
challenging the cancer and making it remit.  Please continue to pray for a 
ull remission.      
    I can't begin to express my thanks for all the many, many expressions of  
love and care that you each have sent me this past month.  The packages, CDs,  
poignant cards, toys for the kids, and telephone calls have all been so  
greatly appreciated.  If you haven't heard from me, it just means that I've  
been very exhausted and have not been able to respond individually  to the  
abundant inflow of goodness  and love into my home.  Know that if you sent me  
a card, I probably sat up at night reading it listening to the waterfall by  
our lake and beautiful music and savored each word after quietness had  
settled in my home.  I continue to be extremely sure of God's deep goodness  
to me and to each of us.  Though this process can be tortuous, the  
relationships that have been forged through this journey are deep and worth  
every minute of it.   Thanks again to each of you for all your love and care  
and especially the prayers which I tangibly feel at multiple moments  
throughout the week. In closing, perhaps you will enjoy a verse that has  
helped sustain me in these last two days:  Is. 30:15  In quietness and trust  
is your strength.   
                                    Love,  Beth   
 
 
 
17 Nov 1999 
 



Dear Family and Friends: 
        I just want to send you an update to let you know how wonderfully God has 
answered your many prayers this week.  I had a most healing and therapeutic 
weekend away with my sisters.  In fact, we had such a good time on Saturday 
and Sunday (Nov 6 & 7) that we stayed over two extra days--with 
complimentary club service still available!  We had the best treatment of 
our lives, I do believe--just at the perfect time we needed it.  By the 
end of the four days, I was actually able to eat quite a bit of the 
delicious foods spread out at the club room, and boy did I appreciate 
every bite.  My esophagus is still sore, but I am able to eat and drink 
again.  And my walking gets better with each radiation treatment.  Yeah! 
Over our sisters weekend, we also watched "Life Is Beautiful"--what a 
moving story.  With tears in our eyes, we noted the similarities between 
the main character and our father, who is quite a colorful character and 
eternal optimist and playful fellow. So if I ever am cheerful through this 
cancer ordeal, you're seeing a bit of my father in me--thank you, Dad, for 
your terrific influence.  And thanks to my sisters for all the many foot 
massages, times of meditation and singing, and healing times of laughter, 
tears, talks, and silence.  I highly recommend sister therapy to anyone in 
need of a lift!!--and to everyone else for that matter too! 
        This last Sunday I was actually able to make it to church for the first 
time since my cancer diagnosis.  It was wonderful to see all the community 
of loving saints there, and the service felt planned for me (even though I 
know it wasn't directly planned with me in mind).  One of the hymns, "And 
Can It Be," was my favorite hymn from Urbana days;  the one contemporary 
song that they taught us over and over "Knowing Jesus," was one I had just 
been listening to each night as I go to sleep;  and the sermon was on John 
11--the chapter that was so moving to me as my pastor first prayed with me 
after my diagnosis.  So thank you, God, for giving me tastes of sweet 
ministry through this time. 
        We also had a lovely time visiting with some of Laura's school friends 
and their families on Sunday night--the teachers and parents from her 
school have been so supportive and helpful.  The kindness and help that 
has come from so many places has been unbelievable to me.  I constantly 
revel in the goodness of people and God--this fact is so incredibly more 
striking to me at this time than the badness of cancer.  The inflow of 
goodness into our home just never ceases! 
        This Monday I received my third course of chemotherapy.  My white blood 
counts drops greatly from about day 5 to 10 afterwards, so please pray that 
I will not pick up the colds, flu, or anything else going around me during 
this time.  My great doctor, Dr. Waisman (properly misspelled "Wiseman" by 
a number of people), will put me on Nupegen on Thursday, which will help  
bolster my bone marrow to produce more platelets for me.  We'll see how it 
works! 
        This week I have been encouraged once again by the words of Julian of   
Norwich, a saint of the early church, who faced a life threatening illness 
herself and then survived to mentor many people in the faith.  Her words   
are:  "Whatever we may suffer, God has already suffered. . . The worst has 
already happened and been repaired. . . All shall be well, all shall be  
well.  All manner of things shall be well."  Christ goes before us as a    
high priest and healer and redeemer, and for this I am very glad indeed.   



This week may you enjoy your sweet moments with friends and 
family--treasure each one, as I am also doing! 
                                        Love, Beth 
 
 
 
23 November 1999 
 
Dear Family and Friends: 
        I have good news to report to you this week.  My doctor ordered a 
CT scan of my lungs this week since I have had a chronic cough for quite 
some time. 
 I ominously pictured the cancer having spread to my lungs.  But--when the 
results came back on Friday, the lungs looked clear of cancer--Yeah!  I 
was deeply relieved.  I have had some difficulty breathing, but it makes 
it all the harder to breathe and sleep when you think that cancer is 
encroaching on your lungs.  Another piece of good news was that the tumor 
markers (a blood test taken every few weeks) are down from 377 to 225.   
You know about as much as I do about those numbers--the main fact is that 
they are DOWN. Yeah, again.  (Normal is under 40--so we still have a ways 
to go.)  Also, since this weekend was the time when in the past my white 
blood cell would drop drastically following chemotherapy, my doctor has 
been giving me neupogen to bolster my white blood cells, and it seems to 
be working.  I have not been as fatigued and have not had a fever this 
weekend.  And I have gotten no other illnesses on top of the cancer. 
        So thank you for all those specific prayers.  I have been 
meditating on Psalms 27 and 6 this week--I love the line in Psalm 6 where 
the writer cries out, "save me because of your unfailing love."  It is my 
knowledge of the Lord's deep love for me that empowers my prayers and 
allows me to boldly and freely come to Him with my requests.  I also have 
enjoyed Psalm 62:11-12--"One thing God has spoken, two things have I 
heard:  that you, O God are strong, and that you, O Lord, are loving."  I 
love the character of God;  and it is His character that allowed me to 
sing "Great Is Thy Faithfulness" at my wedding and at the Rosemead chapel 
talk I gave last month and multiple days since then.  He is faithful, and 
He is both loving and strong.  So, Lord, get that cancer. . . please.   
Also, in Psalm 6, after the psalmist has been pretty direct in his pleas 
to the Lord, he notes "The Lord accepts my prayer."  Whatever prayers we 
are praying, ones of bold request, angry questions, tearful pleas, or 
worshipful praises, He accepts them and delights that we are wrestling and 
talking with Him.  I am so grateful for that.  Anyway, these are some of 
my musings as I have been in CT tubes and on radiation tables this week. 
Hope you don't mind my rambling on about them with you--they are 
sustaining me in quiet moments.  
 
This week is Thanksgiving.  I am indeed grateful for each piece of life I 
can still taste--for sweet moments of playing Crazy Eights with Laura and 
pretending Nathan is my horse (he has to be the horse, rather than me, 
these days), for fun times with friends traveling to and from radiation, 
and for tasty morsels that I can actually eat (I have never appreciated 
food quite so much, since I couldn't eat or drink for a week.)  Please 



continue to pray for the cancer to remit, to allow me more time with my 
dear family and friends this year and next, and hopefully the next.  And 
specifically pray for my esophagus and throat--the doctors have decided to 
continue radiating my upper back (they stopped for awhile because my 
esophagus was so badly burned).  Pray that this course of radiation would 
not cause such severe side effects and that I would continue to be able to 
eat and drink.  (I have 10 more treatments, and then a few weeks of 
lasting effects afterwards--so Christmas should be a celebration in many 
ways.) Also, pray for David who just came down with a cold! (just after I 
wrote the rest of this)--it's so hard for all of us to stay relatively 
well! And pray for me on this Sunday morning, November 28--I will be 
speaking of my journey this fall at the 2 morning services--pray that the 
Lord will give me the strength, literal voice, and the words to glorify 
Him.  Thanks so much! 
        Thanks again for all your love and prayers.  You all are the best 
friends and family a person could ever have! 
                                        Love, Beth 
 
 
 
3 Dec 1999 
 
Dear Friends and Family: 
 Thanks for all your encouraging cards and prayers!  I again have good news 
this week.  I am feeling less fatigued, am walking better (I walked all the 
way through the hospital this week--first time in over a month without a 
wheelchair), am still eating (the esophagus is not too burned thus far), 
and am even sleeping in my bed rather than my recliner (which has served as 
a support for my back the last month). I almost feel like a normal person 
again!  Also, the talk at church went well--I was able to talk clearly 
without losing my train of thought or my emotional stability.  I can't tell 
you how much I enjoy the little things in life now--a good plate of food 
brought over by a friend, sweet times rocking Nathan to sleep, touching 
notes from friends.  All of life "tastes" so good. Please continue to pray 
that my esophagus will not be too damaged by the last radiation treatments, 
that my leg will continue to heal, and that the cancer throughout my body 
will go into remission.  I long for more time with my children and friends 
and time to live a bit (or a lot) more.  We're celebrating Advent with 
particular delight this year (Nathan by eating his chocolate advent 
calendar, Laura by making crafts and secretly creating gifts for others, 
and me by trying to soak in the glories of Christmas and not just the 
busyness of the season).  May you stop for quiet moments of delight in the 
season as you move through the details of your to do lists!  Blessings to 
each of you.   
     Love, Beth   
 
 
 
11 December 1999 
 
Dear Family and Friends: 



        Just thought I'd send you one more update regarding the condition of my 
body and soul this week.  As for the body, my esophagus has now become 
quite inflamed, leaving me once again having difficulty swallowing food or 
liquids.  My radiation doctor has decided not to give me the final two 
rounds of radiation to my vertebrae, given this development.  That leaves 
me receiving 90% of the possible radiation to my back (which is good 
enough) and with some time for my throat to heal.  Please pray that I can 
at least get enough sustenance down that I do not get dehydrated or too 
fatigued, and that the esophagus heals quickly.  Also, this week they took 
an MRI of my right leg, as my walking was deteriorating again.  The good 
news is that the cancer has not invaded my muscle (which it felt like); 
there is still cancer in the bone, but they are hoping the chemo will 
attack that rather than attempting yet another course of radiation. 
So--for now, after 9 weeks of 5 days a week radiation, I am finished this 
piece of the treatment--yeah!  On Monday, I received chemotherapy, which 
leaves me tired, with a slight fever, and my soft membranes sore, but I am 
so glad to have a cancer killing agent coursing through my veins (sounds 
odd, but I am just so eager for this cancer to go into remission, if there 
is any possibility of that).  The talk with the radiation oncologist was a 
bit discouraging re prognosis, but my regular oncologist still seems 
hopeful.  And we have a powerful, Almighty God.  So I still ask for prayers 
for more time with my family and friends.   
        Thanks to all of you for your continued letters and prayers.  Though I 
can't eat a lot of food these days, I continue to be sustained by your 
words, often Scriptural quotes that seem to fit just perfectly the hole of 
my heart at the moment.  My dear friend (and incredible artist and tender 
writer), Juli Fujii wrote me Genesis 50:20-21 this week--it was just what I 
needed to meditate on--It's the passage where Joseph finally meets his 
brothers who have been very mean to him-- He says, "And as for you, you 
meant evil against me, but God meant it for good, in order to bring about 
this present result, the saving of many lives.  So therefore, do not be 
afraid;  I will provide for you and your little ones."  The context is a 
bit different than mine, but I do think God can use what looks terrible and 
evil for good, and that He will take care of our little ones.  And Marcia 
Stroup, a great C.S.Lewis fan, wrote me a wonderful Christmas 
encouragement--In The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, the wicked witch 
always kept it winter and never Christmas.  But----Aslan is still on the 
move.  God's Spring and its corresponding joy is on its way to my home and 
yours--and so we plan to have a most joyous Christmas and trust that you do 
too! 
                                Love, Beth 
 
 
 
20 December 1999 
 
Dear Family and Friends,  
 Christmas greetings to all of you!  Well--I've received perhaps my best 
Christmas present already.  When I spoke with my oncologist this week, he 
told me my cancer blood tumor markers (which indicate how much cancer is 
still in my body) have notably dropped (from 377 in October to 225 in 



November to 157 in December), indicating that the cancer is moving 
towards remission--finally!  He was very hopeful and encouraging and left 
me feeling like I want to LIVE it up this Christmas--to treasure each 
moment but not out of a sense of being imminently ready to die--more out 
of a sense of gratefulness for the possibility of more life for now.  I'm 
walking better, and my esophagus is healing--to the point of eating a 
turkey dinner this week!  So--we are literally on a plane from California 
to Virginia as I'm writing this--with a bill of health clean enough to 
travel to see many of the family members and friends we have yet to see 
since I have gotten sick.   
 Thank you all for your prayers and encouragement all through this fall.  
We wish you a wonderful holiday season, with fun moments with little 
ones, sweet talks with loved ones, and some special worship time focused 
on the Prince of this season.  Psalm 62 has been my psalm for the week.  
Two different friends sent it to me on the same day.  It gives an image 
of a "leaning wall, a tottering fence," which I have felt like this 
fall--and then it goes on to remind me that God is our ROCK and our 
FORTRESS (such strong images, much better than my walker).   
The Jesus of Christmas has indeed been my rock and my refuge, and I have 
found REST in Him (v. 5) in the difficult moments at night and in MRI 
tubes.  I surely have received much hope from my doctor--but ultimately 
"my hope comes from God." "He is strong, . . . and He is loving"  (v. 11, 
12); and He, with all of you as His angels, has seen me through this 
time.  And so more than ever this Christmas we are celebrating the 
newborn king!  His PEACE and REST and JOY to you this week!   
      Love, Beth 
 
 
 
10 January 2000 
 
Dear Family and Friends: 
 Happy New Year to you!  Thank you, thank you, thank you for all your 
wonderful words of encouragement via cards, emails, phone calls, and care 
packages over this holiday season!  We are so fortunate indeed to have such 
deep, caring, thoughtful, and inspiring friends and family members!  If we 
haven't responded directly to your calls, cards, or emails, know that we 
have thoroughly appreciated them but are slow in responding to 
them--hopefully these regular email updates will serve to keep us in touch 
in the meantime!   
 Well, whoever prayed that we would have a healthy spectacular holiday, 
your prayers were answered incredibly!  Up to the last minute, we weren't 
sure I would be able to travel, given my fragile health (vulnerable bones, 
low white blood cell count, etc.)--but we were able to actually pack for a 
big Christmas trip (which is no small feat--our friend Sue Josephson was a 
packing angel for us), fly via three flights between here and Roanoke, 
Virginia, and arrive in four pieces (David, Beth, Nathan, and Laura).  For 
the first part of the vacation, we were able to visit with ALL the sisters, 
nieces, and nephews from my parents side of the family--plus all the 
descendants of my Tilson grandparents (my mother's side).  We had a big 
family feast in the fox hunting lodge my grandfather used for many a dinner 



after the fox hunts he initiated in Rockbridge County (which continue to 
this day and were eagerly partcipated in by multiple cousins and niece 
Sara).  On Christmas Eve, we were even welcomed with snow from the sky (a 
novelty for Californians).  Laura and Nathan were thrilled to stay with 
aunts, uncles, and cousins in the retreat house my sister Anne's family has 
built on my grandparents' original Virginia farm.  While the retreat house 
is called "the Hermitage"--for times of quiet contemplation--this time 
around it was used for rowdy cousin fun.  Meanwhile, David and I, along 
with my parents, stayed at the Hampton Inn in nearby Lexington, which is 
the restoration of my father's aunt's home where my parents' wedding 
reception was held and where many a Tucker (father's side) family reunion 
was held in years gone by (before the great home was sold to Hampton Inn). 
So, many family memories were stirred up and created this holiday.   
 Then for the second half of the holiday, we visited with ALL of David's 
siblings and nephews as well as many other cousins.  We had a fun Christmas 
day and then on December 26 celebrated David's parents' 50th wedding 
anniversary.  What a grand occasion that was--a sit down dinner for 140 
people at an historic hotel in Roanoke, photographs, videos, a funny and 
touching program coordinated by David.  It was indeed a night to remember 
for his most kind, fun, hospitable, and godly parents.  We were soooo 
grateful to be able to participate in all the family events!  My health 
held up (between sweet naps), and I didn't even catch any Virginia bugs 
(though David, Laura, and Nathan did catch a few mild ones).  Someone had 
to have been praying for us very hard, for me to be so well and for the 
vacation to be so fun--so thank you very, very much! 
 The day we arrived back in California, the fairy tale of Christmas ended 
and I went back in for my next round of chemotherapy (personally 
accompanied by my two dear friends and prayer warriors, Anita Sorenson and 
Laura Robinson--it made the re-entry to treatment life much easier!).  We 
had a mellow, fun New Year's Eve and Day with friends and have now had to 
face the accumulation of clutter in our house from the last three months of 
ill health and inability to pick up or lift things. Even more challenging 
is facing the new year and figuring out how to proceed with life at this 
juncture.    
I feel somewhat disoriented and unsure how to use my time or plan for the 
months ahead.  Am I going to go into remission and resume a semi-normal 
life of picking up children from school, seeing clients, playing Monopoly, 
going to Disneyland, visiting and praying with friends, compiling photo 
albums. . .  Or do I have limited time to live, and limited health, so that 
I choose the use of my time and life in a much more exact and different 
way.  Actually, this whole experience prompts me to use each moment and 
each day with a new appreciation for life and friendships and moments of 
connection. And it gives me more of an appreciation for Jesus' words about 
storing up treasure that will last forever.  So, as I enter this new 
millennium, I am taking time to reflect on just what is important in life 
and how I might best live it in the days ahead.  As a family, we are 
certainly treasuring moments together while still doing dishes, homework, 
and laundry.  
 The report from my doctor is that the tumor marker numbers are still 
gradually dropping (though not to normal as yet).  I have one more round of 
chemotherapy, and then he will reassess my condition and decide regarding 



more chemotherapy, hormone therapy (tomoxifen), or whatever.  I am feeling 
better bit by bit--I actually drove for the first time today (what a great 
feeling of independence--little things are so thrilling sometimes!);  I am 
walking better (though can't go far distances);  I am eating well (trying 
to go organic, with lots of fruits and vegetables);  and I am feeling more 
and more "normal," despite the chronic pain in my bones (it's not that bad) 
and limitations on lifting and moving.  So--my prayer requests are that my 
cancer would continue to go into FULL remission and that it would stay 
there for as long as possible!  Pray too for David as he continues to carry 
so much responsibility at home and at work (he's holding out well--what a 
goooood, stable, and helpful man I married)--his tough decision at present 
is whether and how to resign as chair of his department, essentially how to 
restructure work and home life in this precarious time of our lives. And 
pray for the children, that life for them this year would be more 
predictable, fun, and stable, so that they can continue developing 
behaviors and character traits that are healthy and serve them well in the 
years ahead (i.e., that we can be more available and consistent to work 
with them on chores, piano, and the like as well as have lots of fun memory 
making family times together). We do trust that each of you treasured your 
holiday moments with friends and family, are growing through whatever 
challenges you face, and that God will be your rock and vision in this year 
ahead.   
    Love, Beth    
 
 
 
11 February 2000 
 
Dear Family and Friends: 
 Greetings to all of you!  It's been a little while since I sent my last 
email.  It's been a bit of a tough month coming down from the high of 
Christmas and facing all the uncertainty of my life up ahead.  As well, I 
wanted to hear the results of the rescanning of all my bones and organs so 
I had something more concrete to report to you.  Last week I spent about 2 
full days getting X-rays, CT Scans, bone scans, and MRI tests--they covered 
everything!  Initially the news from my doctor was rather ominous and 
discouraging.  When we first talked to him, he just had the most recent 
scans (not the earlier ones for comparison)--he saw "hot spots" (areas of 
increased activity--i.e. cancer, or possibly healing) all over my bones and 
felt I might have reached the end of the effectiveness of the chemotherapy. 
 Also, my tumor markers had not gone down any further.  It was a 
discouraging night, to say the least, with serious doubts about whether we 
could get the cancer in adequate remission.  But, 2 days later, he called 
back after having compared the most recent scans to the earlier scans (done 
in October), and had GOOD news!  He said that in comparison with the 
earlier scans, my scans now look better--the hot spots seem more likely to 
be indications of bone healing rather than cancer spreading!  What a cause 
for celebration and relief!  So, he is going to press on ahead with 3 more 
rounds of chemotherapy, assuming that this really is killing off the cancer 
and doing the trick.  Of course, on these last 3 rounds of chemo, the 
toxicity to my body increases a lot, so please pray specifically that the 



side effects (fluid in the lungs, swelling of the feet, fatigue) would be 
minimal and that for my particular body the toxicity would not be too 
great.  And, of course, pray that these last rounds really knock the cancer 
into a more full remission (with tumor markers going down--they are now at 
114;  normal is under 40).   
 I keep reading in Scripture verses about our HOPE being in God alone 
(Psalm 62:5 and Psalm 33:22 are particularly meaningful to me).  Psalm 33 
notes that no king is saved by the size of his army (of medicines?), that 
no warrior escapes by his great strength (my cancer fighting, strength 
building supplements and nutrition), and that even a strong horse (great 
taxotere chemotherapy and tomoxifin) is vain hope for deliverance.  Rather, 
"the eyes of the Lord are on those who fear him, and on those whose hope is 
in his unfailing love, to deliver them from death and keep them alive in 
famine."  So I am extremely grateful to my doctor and to the wonderful new 
medicines;  yet I also ultimately am "waiting in hope for the Lord, who is 
our help and our shield." 
 I can't tell you how encouraging and inspiring your various cards have 
been to me.  I have always enjoyed Scripture (for the most part) but have 
really waned at times in my reading it through the years.  But this time of 
cancer battle has been a time when Scripture has truly sustained me.  It is 
as if God has airlifted just the right verses to me through each of you for 
each week of my battle.  When I was in the MRI tube for 3 whole hours I 
just memorized Scripture and it was actually a wonderful quiet time (or 
knocking time, I might say).  One of the very Scriptures God gave to me in 
that tube was sent to me the very next day by my cousin Grace in 
Virginia--Isaiah 40:28-31.  I had been searching for verses on fatigue the 
week before, and it was so encouraging to know that God "will not grow 
tired or weary" and that those who again HOPE in the Lord "will renew their 
strength."  Then the next week my dear prayer partner, Anita Sorenson, 
offered me the verses in II Kings 19 and 20, where God decides to add years 
to Hezekiah's life after he prays and cries to the Lord (which we were 
certainly doing last week after the ominous first piece of news we received 
regarding the scans);  and my dear praying twin sister, Anne, shortly 
thereafter also sent me a verse from II Kings--chapter 4.  It was the 
chapter God gave her as we were adopting Nathan.  A Shunammite woman was 
very hospitable and kind to Elisha.  When he inquired how he might be able 
to help her in return, he realized she had no son--so he prayed for her 
that she might have a son in her old age, which came to pass.  This was a 
bit like our situation, where David happened to be his kind self to the 
woman who 3 years later came forth as the birth mother of our son 
Nathan--one little kindness rendered earlier led to her willingness to give 
us her son!!  But as we read further in the story now, we realize that 
later in life death threatened to part the mother and son (the son got 
gravely ill)--again the Shunamite woman went to Elisha and asked for help 
(that her hopes would not be raised with a son only to be dashed by a 
premature departing by death), and God healed him!  Now we don't know what 
the end, or middle, of my story will be, but it surely is encouraging to 
read of God's kind and miraculous interventions, and it gives me hope for 
each day even if those days are shorter or longer in my particular story. 
So, thank you, dear prayer and Scripture warriors--His word has literally 
become my food at times in a way that has never quite been this powerful 



ever in my life.  Also, I do recommend to all of you a little system that 
has been so helpful to me.  I often meditate on verses or chapters, and 
when I come to a particularly appropriate verse, I write it down in a 
little spiral book of index cards.  Then I carry this little spiral book 
with me wherever I go and just memorize and meditate on these verses when I 
get the chance (at stop lights, in MRI tubes, at lunch).  It makes so much 
difference in my outlook on the days!   
 Well, that is what has been encouraging me these last days (plus little 
evening adventures to Disneyland with my family--they wheel me around in a 
wheelchair on evenings when there are not lines and we have memory making 
times that make me almost feel normal).  It has actually been a hard month 
of facing more of the grief involved with this cancer.  The thought of 
having to leave my children through death (whether in 1 year or 5 or 15) is 
what can make me overwhelmed with sadness. It just doesn't feel like what 
should ever happen to a child or parent.  But, it may--or may not--happen 
to me and my children.  We shall hope and pray for the best, and thoroughly 
enjoy the moments we have now.  It's also been a disorienting month in 
other ways.  I have been so fatiqued that really I mainly can just attempt 
to get back to a few normal activities.  And yet I have so many things I 
would love to do as I think of my life being shortened and all the dreams I 
have (or boxes of photos and paperwork to sort out!).  So I take one day at 
a time--enjoy my family, take care of my body, try to be devoted to the 
Lord, respond to friends and family as I can, do a little dreaming, and 
crash into bed.   
 Thanks again for your sustaining prayers and letters and hopes and tears 
and words of encouragement.  I hope to be able to see and talk to more of 
you as my strength returns and if this cancer stays at bay for now.  Don't 
forget to smell the flowers today--and to love your sweet valentines (be 
they spouse, kids, friends, puppies, or neighbors) this Monday!   
       Love, 
       Beth      
 
 
 
8 March 2000 
 
Dear Family and Friends: 
 Thank you so much for your continuing prayers and support on my behalf. 
So many of you have written such dear, encouraging cards to me--I can't 
tell you how sustaining and encouraging they are to me.  If you don't hear 
back from me, know that I savor your words but just don't have the energy 
to write back a lot of individual responses.  It's a bit of a challenge for 
me to be on the receiving end of care for so long and in such an abundant 
way (without enough energy to adequately reciprocate)--but I sure am 
soaking it in--such healing there is in loving friendships.   
 As my sister Laura wrote you last week, these past few weeks have been a 
bit of another rollercoaster for me, as I realize is the reality of living 
with severe cancer.  I have actually been feeling much better than in the 
fall--more flexible and able to do some "normal" things (like pick up my 
house a bit, play Monopoly with Laura, drive to various places . . .). 
However, over the past weeks I have had a few new pains in my bones (right 



chest bones and right arm) which have been nagging at me (Is the cancer 
recurring there already?).  In talking with my doctor, he thinks that 
probably I have just damaged these bones a bit (he says my skeleton looks 
like it is riddled with bullet holes--from the cancer--and is still quite 
fragile but healing).  So, I am continuing on mentally as a healing cancer 
patient, hopeful that the chemotherapy is moving me more towards remission. 
 The blood tumor markers are not coming down anymore--but they are staying 
put for now.  So I am grateful for this time.  I am now on my 8th of 9 
cycles of chemotherapy.  After the 6th round, many patients have much more 
toxic side effects (swelling in lungs, extremities, . . .), but I am very 
grateful that these have not yet occurred for me.  Also, Laura and Nathan 
have been quite sick with some type of bug and ear infections (Laura's 
fever spiked up to 103 degrees off and on for a week--leaving her out of 
her school play for which she had won a solo spot and leaving her very 
lethargic on the day she and Nathan were in a lovely wedding for their 
babysitter). But I am happy to report that both have fully recovered, and 
neither David nor I got sick--amazing.   
 My spirits go up and down somewhat as I think I am healing or I think the 
cancer is recurring--but in general this has been a good month--of enjoying 
and savoring a return to some normal life moments, of having good fun with 
my wonderful family and friends, of beginning to try to think of possibly 
perhaps organizing my house a bit after the fall pile up.  One of the most 
incredible perks of this month was receiving one of the most beautiful 
presents I have ever received in my life--a quilt with lots of your 
pictures on it!  It's amazing--so beautiful, so filled with love from 
friends and family, coordinated by my dear prayer warrior friend, Nancy 
Litteken and pieced together, literally and with prayer, by multiple 
friends (Mike Litteken, Julie and Tony Silvestri, Anita Sorenson, Laura 
Robinson, . . .).  Thank you so much to all of you who sent pictures and 
notes--it is a keepsake of all keepsakes.  I will treasure it, and my 
children and grandchildren will treasure it for generations--and will tell 
stories of each of you for many years to come.   
 In terms of specific prayer requests--please continue to pray that the 
cancer will go into full remission, that my right chest and shoulder (as 
well as left arm and right hip) will heal, that my weak vertebrae will knit 
together and not crack, and that I might use my time well to the glory of 
God and in a loving, memorable way with my family and friends.  I'm 
meditating on some writing by Teresa of Avila these days--today's 
meditation was "A whole lifetime is short.  I cannot depend on anything 
that passes away. . . Where your treasure is, there also is your heart." 
This battle with cancer has certainly pushed me to reexamine where I put my 
heart and treasure--it's such a challenge to remain fully alive in this 
world, attaching in deep ways to the family and friends God has created me 
to relate to intimately, and yet to stay so attached to God that I remember 
where this journey is ultimately taking me.  What a balancing act, a feat 
of living with very mixed emotions of joy and sadness, despair and hope, 
fatigue and enthusiasm.  Yet through all of this, God and my friends 
continue to pour out verses to me about HOPE--Sherri Shackel Dorren sent me 
one that I love--Romans 15:13--where Paul prays for those in Rome that they 
might "OVERFLOW with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit." So that is my 
prayer, for me and for you, that whatever your circumstances that you might 



feel at least a trickle and ultimately an outflowing of hope--for healing, 
or a husband, or a child, or a vision for your life, or peace in the midst 
of a busy life, or a lift from depression or anxiety, or the ability to 
enjoy the sunsets and mountains around you.  And thank you so much for your 
prayers for me and my family as well!   
    Love, Beth       
 
 
 
6 April 2000 
 
Dear Family and Friends: 
 Well, I have just finished my final (9th) round of chemotherapy without 
terrible toxic effects and just today started on hormone therapy 
(tamoxifen) which should limit any estrogen that promotes the cancer 
growth.  Both my mother and older sister Laura are on the same hormone and 
have responded well to it, so I am hoping it will be beneficial to me too. 
I will have a full set of bone scans and MRI's again next week (if my 
insurance will cooperate) to evaluate how I am doing after chemo and at the 
start of tamoxifen, so I'll have another better assessment of my bone and 
cancer condition in a few weeks.  For now, I hope to enjoy better health as 
a result of the chemo and take advantage of these current days of walking, 
eating, driving, and living.   
 Actually, this past weekend I had one of the most enjoyable times of my 
life.  My sister Anne had suggested we make our annual sisters' weekend 
tradition twice a year given that our days are numbered (and any reason to 
get together and vacation more seems worth grabbing in my way of 
thinking!)--so we just had another sisters' weekend with Anne (my twin), 
Laura (my sister a year older), and me.  My doctor ruled out our original 
plan to fly to Santa Fe, given the precariousness of my health on the 9th 
round of chemo, so we went to Santa Barbara, California instead.  On the 
first day we just meandered through the gorgeous California countryside. 
Along the way, we stopped at a few of the most picturesque places, set up 
three beach chairs, and just sat together in solitude with the natural 
splendors before us.  It was the most awe inspiring, relaxing, and fun day. 
 (By the way, the three places we chose and fully recommend were Angeles 
Crest Highway, the Ojai Valley, and Lake Casitas--plus the California coast 
most anywhere!).  The rest of the get together included sitting on the 
beach together, watching the sunset whenever possible, eating a lot of 
healthy food, and telling childhood stories together into a tape recorder 
for us and our children to keep for posterity.  It was a lovely time and a 
great distraction from the uncomfortable side effects of my last round of 
chemo.   
 One great effect of having cancer is that I have had such memorable and 
delightful times of connecting with family and friends (when my energy has 
allowed that).  I am hoping for more in the days ahead and am grateful for 
each week and month that goes by that allows me time with family and 
friends (as well as time to clean through my house and papers and life).  I 
must say that these last months have been tiring ones, so if you haven't 
seen or heard from me, I have been napping or trying to keep up with my 
children.  Thanks so much for your support and prayers and fasting for me. 



Also, thanks so much for all the great birthday cards and messages. I feel 
so incredibly supported and in awe of four things--the amazing friendship 
all of you have offered to me, the beauty of the natural world around me, 
my dear sweet children (and your children too), and the Lord who created 
them all.  These are certainly wonders of the world, and I am appreciating 
them more than ever. Thanks for your part in the wonder of community and 
friendship.   
    Love, Beth          
 
 
 
15 May 2000 
 
Dear Family and Friends: 
 I've been waiting to get the latest MRI and bone scan results before 
sending out another email.  The process of getting the procedures done was 
much delayed by my insurance denying them for quite some time, but finally 
I have had the tests and seen my doctor for the results.  Actually the 
findings are somewhat discouraging.  Although there are not new areas of 
cancer growth, the scans show "extensive disease" still--there is still 
cancer throughout my bones, though there are also places of healing.  The 
blood tumor markers are still down (now 84, from an original 377)--so 
certainly the chemotherapy has beaten down the cancer in many ways.  I am 
now on hormone therapy--tamoxifen--my doctor's hope has been that this 
would hold or even beat the cancer further.  I actually felt great for 
about 4 weeks after chemo finished but am now feeling lots of aches and 
pains again.  I have this sinking feeling that the cancer is growing again. 
 But my doctor wants to give it a couple weeks to check the blood tumor 
markers and still see if the tamoxifen may work.  If not, then it is back 
to the drawing board--probably more chemo--but I can only have so much 
chemo before my body breaks down.  Then he might try a different hormone. 
All this is to say that my health and prognosis are feeling more grim after 
a spring of feeling better.  It's very discouraging and scary and sad--but 
I also am still hoping for some turn around again.  One big prayer request 
I have is that by some mighty power of our merciful God the tamoxifen would 
kick in and hold this cancer in check.  It feels like a challenging 
request, but the verse I was just reading last week (thanks to my dear 
friend, Miriam Middleton) was Jeremiah 32:17--"Ah, Sovereign Lord, you have 
made the heavens and the earth by your great power and outstretched arm. 
Nothing is too hard for you."  Also please pray that my walking would hold 
up and my back would not crumble--basically please continue to pray for 
healing, however that might occur!  So, thank you dear caring and praying 
friends for listening to this news and going to prayer for me again.  Pray 
too for Laura and Nathan--they are doing pretty well right now since Mom is 
back in the functioning picture, but if my health deteriorates, then 
obviously this will be a very difficult time for them, as well as for David 
and me.  I love them so much and just want as much time to be with them as 
possible. 
 In the meantime, I might report that I have thoroughly enjoyed these last 
few months of functioning--sunsets are brighter, my kids are cuter, David 
is dearer, and you all are so special to me.  Easter was a highlight for 



me--I rejoiced in song on that day more than any Easter before--the Lord's 
victory over the grave obviously hit home in a clear way, and I was 
thrilled to sing that "He is risen."  My parents were able to join us for 
the week (and help us immensely in our home), and we were able to have our 
traditional Easter celebration with them and some of our closest friends. 
Laura is having a birthday on May 21, and we have planned a party for 
her--pray that my health will hold out and that this tradition also can be 
kept for this year.   
 Thanks again for all your support and prayers--I'll write again as we know 
more on the progress of my health.  
    Love,  Beth   
 
 
 
20 May 2000 
 
Dear Family and Friends: 
 Thank you so much for your prayers and kind responses to my last email.  I 
just wanted to give you a quick update, so you know my latest health news. 
I talked with my doctor this week, and he agreed that the cancer is most 
likely growing again, that the tamoxifen is not able to hold it at this 
point.  So, as of last night I began a new round of a different 
chemotherapy--xeloda.  I take it by pill rather than by injection, and one 
major side effect is tenderness and even blistering of the feet and hands 
and also coldsores.  So, if you want a more specific prayer request, pray 
that this chemo will retard the growth of the cancer and that the side 
effects will not be too bad.  Once I take this chemo, then Dr. Waisman will 
probably try me on a different hormone.  As you can tell, the first game 
plan is not working, and the treatment options at this point are limited, 
so I am quite aware that my days are most likely numbered.  But I'll still 
take the good days that I have before me and hopefully have more time with 
my sweet children and husband.  My biggest heartache is for my children and 
husband--I just can't bear to see them go through this, and I so much want 
to be with them for the full course of our family life together.  So--I 
still pray and hope for more time to enjoy them while realistically 
preparing myself for a battle ahead.  What an uncertain and strange way to 
be living life.  Pray for my strength, emotionally as well as physically, 
to hold up--obviously this is so very draining.  Thanks again for all your 
support! 
    Love, Beth   
 
 
 
22 June 2000 
 
Dear Family and Friends: 
 When I was a child I loved rollercoasters--the faster and more 
unpredictable the better.  In fact, my favorite birthday gift ever was one 
my father gave me--a full day just with him doing whatever I wanted to 
do--so, of course, I picked a day at a nearby fair, riding the biggest 
rollercoaster around.  While I still enjoy rollercoasters and have been the 



designated parent to go on them with my children (David's stomach does not 
appreciate them), I now find myself on a more uncomfortable and challenging 
one with this cancer experience.  My last email sounded rather grim, as I 
felt the cancer returning and the hormones not working.  At this point the 
rollercoaster of my life has had an upswing again (yeah)--while the last 
tumor markers were up again (from 80 to 84 to 91 to 104), I actually feel 
better (in terms of bone aches) on this new chemo (xeloda) and think it may 
be turning the tide against this cancer once again.  I'll get new marker 
results next week.  Also, my doctor is sounding somewhat optimistic, 
suggesting that if this chemo does work, I could be on it up to a year 
without it necessarily ruining any major organs (apparently it is not as 
toxic to key organs as some of the chemos are).  At that point, he might 
try the hormones again.  So, it is quite possible I have more time than I 
thought last month.  Thank you, thank you for your prayers that this chemo, 
or the Holy Spirit, or the supplements I'm taking, or whatever is giving me 
a better piece of the rollercoaster ride for now.  One down side is that my 
feet have become extremely sore, a side effect of the xeloda.  It makes 
walking difficult;  likewise my hands, mouth, and digestive tract are 
uncomfortable too.  We're trying to figure out a dose that works on the 
cancer without creating unbearable side effects--hopefully that is possible.   
 In the meantime, I am trying to take in as much of life as possible while 
taking time to reflect on what God has for me in this time of my life.  I 
was able to fly to Colorado with my daughter, Laura, for a high school 
friend's wedding (Arthur Mizzi)--it was very fun and beautiful, and Laura 
fit right in with the bevy of his nieces and nephews there for the wedding. 
 We also had a chance to drive up into the Rockies and collect wildflowers 
together and to visit a Rosemead friend of mine (Susie Greer) and her 
family.  Needless to say, I was feeling pretty good that weekend, to be 
able to go and then further due to such fine company and natural beauty. 
I've also had a wonderful visit from my twin sister, and Laura's 8th 
birthday party was great fun.  My tastebuds for food may be weirdly 
disturbed by my chemo, but life is tasting really good to me right now.   
 While the flow of incredible experiences related to this cancer and the 
Lord's interventions are slowing a bit as life marches on, I still stand 
amazed at the little and big things that He continues to orchestrate.  On 
Sunday, we had a visiting preacher with us at church, talking about God's 
grace.  He noted that he had underlined a life verse for himself over 20 
years ago--in his Bible he had written the date--3/9/55--the day my twin 
sister and I were born!  The verse seemed to be such a perfect inspiration 
for me--Acts 20:24 "if only I may finish the race and complete the task the 
Lord Jesus has given me--the task of testifying to the gospel of God's 
grace."  That's my prayer for now--that I may pursue and finish whatever 
tasks the Lord has for me.  Of course, I thought that was parenting my two 
children, as well as counseling and teaching and befriending those the Lord 
brought my way.  I'm not sure all those tasks (and others I keep writing on 
my "to do" lists) are what God planned on my finishing--but whatever He 
does have for me, I pray that I might do it well--or as Henri Nouwen writes 
in his book, The Greatest Gift, I pray that I might BE what He has me to be 
in the days ahead.  By the way, that book by Nouwen has been a wonderful 
inspiration to me--it is a book of meditations on dying and living well.   
 Thanks again for all your devoted prayers, inspiring cards, and faithful 



friendship.  I treasure each word, whether or not I have the energy to 
respond to them all.  May you thoroughly enjoy BEing with your family and 
friends during this summertime.   
    Love,  
    Beth   
 
 
 
7 August 2000 
 
Dear Family and Friends: 
 In my last email, I described this journey with cancer as a 
rollercoaster ride, but I didn't realize how truly up and down the 
following month would be.  A few weeks ago I had such terrible side 
effects from the chemo that I just couldn't get enough food and nutrition 
in my body (stomach cramps, bad GI problems) and had to be hospitalized 
for 3 days.  In case any of you are feeling too sorry for me, I want you 
to know that those were actually a good 3 days for me--I got total rest 
and lots of  kind, competent people taking care of me--it was just what I 
needed--I actually cried when I left the hospital--I think it was just so 
nice to be pampered when I was feeling so badly.   
 I took a 2 week break from chemo and began to recover my strength 
and weight (my twin sister Anne came out and just took over my household 
in a wonderful way, including feeding me lots of good food and adding 5 
pounds to my body in 1 week--I never imagined that in middle age I would 
ever be trying to gain weight!).  We had planned a 3 week vacation in Va. 
and  Myrtle Beach with my family and then David's family in August, but it 
was touch and go as to whether we could make it.  But, your prayers for my 
recovery were answered, better than I imagined.  My strength returned and 
we were able to fly East.  I had started another 2 week cycle of chemo, at 
a lower dose, and the worst side effects were to hit the first week of the 
vacation.  But they never appeared--I have had a fairly healthy week of 
visiting with family and friends--it's as if the Lord decided to give me a 
gift of a healthy vacation amidst this cancer battle.  And I am grateful 
indeed, and enjoying myself immensely. 
 I might mention how wonderful it is to have 2 terrific sisters. 
They have been angels to me during this time of difficulty.  My sister 
Laura has been my constant companion this week, helping me with everything 
and sharing poignant moments together.  And my sister Anne has been so 
utterly helpful in restoring my health and household and pumping me with 
contemplative thoughts and verses throughout this cancer journey.  If any 
of you have fine siblings, I do hope you are nurturing and treasuring 
those relationships--they are a precious gift indeed.  It makes me very 
grateful that my children have each other.  Even though I can sometimes 
wonder why God would have me adopt Nathan only to get sick with cancer, I 
feel confident that he is indeed God's gift to us (the meaning of Nathan), 
and to Laura as well.  They will have each other for years to come, I 
trust, and that is a special relationship indeed (even though sibling 
rivalry obscures that view for me at times).  Also, the cousin 
relationships in our families has been so powerful and fun--to have an 
extended family net for them to joyfully fall into at times is such a gift 



for them.  It's not as if everyone gets along all the time, but still 
those relationships will last them a lifetime.  So, we're trying to 
nurture and fully appreciate the relationships, problems and all, that the 
Lord has given us.   
 My sisters and I just took a 24 hour silent retreat together 
yesterday--what a delicious time of quiet togetherness with each other and 
the Lord.  We ended it with a quiet time of watching the sunset, and then 
singing songs together.  The verse I most cherished from that time was 
Psalm 131:2--"I have stilled and quieted my soul like a weaned child with 
its mother"--meditating quietly on that image was soothing and 
refreshing--sometimes I picture God as a perfectly padded big mama willing 
to hold me quietly whenever I need refueling.  This cancer has forced me 
(with an overactive mind and body) to be more still, and that aspect of 
this year has definitely been good for me.   
 Well, that's enough reflecting for one email.  Thanks again for 
all your prayers and encouragement.  I sometimes feel like I am floating 
on clouds of your prayers, and it indeed helps me in my despairing, and 
rejoicing moments.  May you also feel that cloud of Christ's prayers and 
others' prayers for you--I'm trying to return your gifts of prayers by 
praying for you as I can.  I hope you can sense this return gift at times. 
Blessings to you as you savor the rest of summer. 
    Love,  
    Beth 
 
 
 
18 October 2000 
 
Dear Family and Friends: 
 Autumn greetings to all of you!  I know it's been some time since I last 
wrote an email--fortunately at this point, no news from me is good news.  I 
was able to thoroughly enjoy our August vacation with both Brokaw and 
Fletcher families and return to California rested and refreshed (and 
thoroughly spoiled by doting family members). 
 When I returned, I got news of my tumor markers being significantly lower 
(from 377 last fall to 48, with below 40 being "normal range")!  Needless 
to say, I was thrilled.  The xelota chemotherapy which had wreaked such 
havok on my body via side effects was really doing a number on the cancer 
as well.  Over the past month, my doctor has been able to fluctuate the 
dosage to find a level that seems to still hold the cancer while leaving me 
without incapcitating side effects.  On this lower dose, the tumor markers 
seemed to creep up a bit over the weeks, but my latest numbers this week 
were 47--the lowest ever!  It feels miraculous to me, and certainly a 
result of all of your fervent prayers--so thank you, thank you for your 
continued support!  I am so grateful for all the nutritional help various 
friends have offered me, and I consider my doctor my hero (he's the best 
doctor I've ever had--and how fortunate that it's when I really need an 
expert, and an incredible bedside manner).  Yet, I also keep thinking of a 
verse in Psalm 33:16-22--"NO KING IS SAVED BY THE SIZE OF HIS ARMY; no 
warrior escapes by his great strength.  A horse is a vain hope for 
deliverance; despite all its great strength, it cannot save.  But the eyes 



of the Lord are on those who fear him, on those whose hope is in his 
unfailing love, to deliver them from death and keep them alive in famine. 
We wait in hope for the Lord;  he is our help and our shield."  The whole 
army of chemo and vitamins I take is not sufficient to save me--it is 
ultimately the Lord who restores my body.  So I am grateful for this time 
of functioning and am making the most of it.  And yet I also regularly 
quote another verse to myself--Psalm 112:7 [A RIGHTEOUS MAN] WILL HAVE NO 
FEAR OF BAD NEWS;  his heart is steadfast, trusting in the Lord."   This is 
a much harder one for me to really follow. I think I've spent much of my 
life trying to make good things happen and trying to avoid anything that 
means bad news.  Yet with cancer there are so many pieces of bad news 
amidst the good news, and I am fully aware that at any moment the cancer 
may flare up not to be stopped by chemo or anything else.  So I am trying 
to capture every moment of life I can while trying to be prepared for "bad 
news" if that should hit. It certainly is a different way of living than I 
had before--but with a strange richness all its own.  Despite frequent 
times of grieving (especially for my children), in some ways I am more at 
peace with God than I ever have been.  And I think I am enjoying life just 
about as fully as I can imagine--I even enjoyed holding the two rats we 
just bought for Nathan and Laura! (I've been allergic to cats and dogs for 
years, but Laura desperately has wanted a pet--so the cleanest, most 
attaching, least allergy inducing pet we could find was---A RAT--can you 
believe it?)  Anyway, I even enjoy the rats these days!      
 So, at this point, I am up and about, driving the children to activities, 
cooking on occasion (that never was my forte), going to a rodeo (we're 
living in the wild west, you know), picking apples in the mountains, and 
taking in life.  I still have significant aches and pains and am not 
cancer-free, but I am gaining some of my energy back.  Laura is quite busy 
with homework, soccer, piano, and children's choir, and not to be 
forgotten, the rats.  And Nathan is working on becoming a skateboarding 
champion.  They both seem to be more settled as I am more healthy and 
settled.  David continues to be one of the most stable, patient, and 
helpful people I know (and if I can say that even when I live with him, you 
know he's a really, really good man).  I am very glad I am married to 
someone with no predisposition to depression--though he certainly struggles 
with this cancer and potential loss in a deep way.  So, thank you for all 
your continued support;  and if you don't hear from me, I may just be 
smelling the flowers.  I hope you understand.  Blessings and peace to you. 
   Love, Beth    
 
 
Then we hit the ground running with back to school preparations and 
activities.  Between homework, soccer, piano and children's choir, we have 
quite a full schedule of "normal" activities.  And very thankfully I am 
able to be an available mom at this point in the year--what a blessing!    
    
 
 
8 November 2000 
 
Dear Friends and Family: 



  Well just as I've been sitting back and enjoying some stability, I have 
more news to report from my doctor.  On my latest visit to the doctor, I 
had multiple scans done of my body (6 month re-staging process)--MRI, CAT 
Scan, Chest X-ray.  The good news is that some of my bones are showing 
healing in multiple places, especially my hip;  however, there is still 
cancer tumor in my bones, especially in my left shoulder.  The cancer seems 
to have been beaten back quite a bit, allowing me a nice time of 
functioning.  The bad news is that my liver is not doing so well--the 
enzymes and bilirubin are elevated, meaning that the chemo over the past 
year, and particularly the current xeloda, are too hard on my system at 
this point.  So the game plan is to take me off the chemo after this 
current round (ends on Nov. 17) and try a new hormone treatment, Aromasin.  
It's somewhat like tomoxifen (which did not work in June), but in a 
different class of estrogen blockers.  The hope is that with my cancer 
lessened and with a new type of hormone that it would hold the cancer at 
bay this time.  Please pray for the hormone to work--as always I would love 
to have more time with my family, though I realize that at this juncture or 
one of the next, the arsenal of treatments could be nearing their end.  The 
rollercoaster ride has hit a low again, though if the hormone would work, I 
might feel better than ever.  I will just take one day at a time and truly 
enjoy the current moments of relationship.  One way I intend to do that is 
to go on another "sisters weekend" (have you noticed how frequent they are 
with my being sick?!)--believe it or not, we were planning to go to 
Jerusalem, but with all the conflict there, we had to change to France--the 
monastery in Taize, and then to Paris.  My twin sister's husband works for 
the airline and has generously and graciously offered his resources to make 
this trip possible.  Sooo--here I am concerned that these could be my last 
nicely functioning days, but heading off to France to fully enjoy them.  
What a wild ride! 
  The verse that has been sustaining me this week has been in Psalm 
84:6--"Those who go through the desolate valley will find it a place of 
springs."  My journey of this year has indeed been a hard, at times barren 
and frightening desert but I have also found the sweetest, most refreshing 
springs of good times and relationships amidst my journey.  So, I am going 
to fully lap up the springs of good water this weekend with my sisters, as 
I have with David, Laura, and Nathan this fall. We had a wonderful time 
with the Rosemead faculty on a retreat a few weeks ago, and David wisked me 
off for an anniversary weekend just a few days ago, while our dear friends 
the Steinmeiers kept Nathan and Laura for a special (to us and the 
children!) sleepover.   
  I ask for your prayers for God's mercy and healing by new means in the 
days ahead and for the grace and peace to handle whatever the next months 
bring.  May you lap up some sweet waters whether you are in pleasant green 
pastures or a desolate valley these days.   
     Love, Beth  
    



 
 
 
15 December 2000 
 
Dear Friends and Family: 
 During these last few weeks since my last email to you, I have felt a 
particular sense of prayers flooding me once again and healing happening in 
my body.  Thank you for your devoted pursuit of God for me and my family! 
 When I last wrote to you, I had just seen my doctor, who was quite 
concerned about my liver and felt it was time for me to switch from chemo 
to hormone treatment.  Since that time, I have seen him again, and much to 
my relief, he said that he was not as worried about my liver at this point 
and that I could continue for one or more rounds of chemo.  It sounds weird 
to be relieved to be able to stay on chemo--but this Xeloda has felt like 
my friend--bringing me relief and healing from more of the cancer and 
allowing me to interact with people with less concern about a low white 
blood cell count (on the Taxotere chemo, I was so vulnerable to 
infections--which hampered my interpersonal longings!).  So, thank you, 
thank you for your specific prayers for my liver--and know that your 
prayers for the hormone to work are in God's in box waiting for the moment 
my doctor puts me on the hormone (which could be in a few days or a few 
months--we're taking one cycle at a time).   
 When I last wrote you, I was also planning to fly off to France with my 
sisters.  Well, believe it or not, it actually happened, and was one of the 
most memorable and touching experiences of my life.  We flew to Paris and 
then took a train and then car into a tiny village in the French 
countryside called Taize.  It is there that a young man established a 
monastery of hospitality, refuge, and worship 60 years ago.  Since that 
time, over a hundred other men from multiple countries and denominations 
have committed their lives to this community, and in certain summer months 
over 6000 young people from around the globe converge there on different 
weeks for worship and spiritual transformation.  We happened to arrive on a 
chilly November week when they had a few beds left for us, since only about 
a hundred were visiting there that week.  We joined this contemplative 
community for a few days and were deeply touched and transformed by our 
experiences of God there.  At the center of the community life were worship 
services three times a day.  Everyone entered a simple chapel in silence 
(no pews, people sat or knelt on the floor), and then all joined in singing 
beautiful Taize changs (simple, biblical lines, often in Latin or French, 
sometimes in English) over and over, with some times of silence between.  
No person was in front of the sanctuary, just many candles in front of 
orange strips of cloth rising to the ceiling symbolizing the Holy Spirit.  
The total focus was on a reverent worship of God, no human leaders or 
musical directors, just a throng of people from all over the world singing 
together in multiple languages praising God.  It was just like a taste of 
heaven for us.  A few days later we went to Paris which was fun and 
lovely--but I must say, it paled in comparison with the inner beauty of 
Taize.  God truly provided an oasis of water in the form of a pilgrimage 
for my sisters and me.  We have been singing Taize songs ever since (there 
are tapes of these in the States too), reminded of the simple rhythm of 



Taize worship amidst our busy American lifestyle.  So, thanks for your 
prayers that amazingly sustained my health through jet lag, French food, 
and trekking across French country sides and along Paris streets. 
 I do wish you a wonderful holiday, with some sense of God's peace and 
sounds of godly worship also floating through your soul as you move through 
shopping crowds, create Christmas traditions with your children, and 
worship the King.    
    Love, 
    Beth   
    
 
 
8 March 2001 
 
Dear Family and Friends: 
 Well, I hope by now that you suspect that no news from me is good news, 
which is the case at this point.  It was so wonderful to see some of you 
(lots of family visiting in snowy Virginia) at Christmas--I took in each 
visit as if I were getting a second helping of chocolate cake (the first 
helping was last Christmas when we were able to celebrate not only 
Christmas with family but also David's parents' 50th anniversary).  We even 
got to visit Williamsburg with my sister Laura and her family and show 
Nathan the cannons and Laura the colonial crafts! It was quite amazing to 
me to feel healthier than a year ago when cancer was raging in my 
bones--that's why each visit just felt like a dessert in this precarious 
banquet of life.   
 When I got back to California in January, though, I was pretty tired and 
overwhelmed by the piles at home before me--so I have been tidying my life 
and playing with my children and drinking my carrot juice in the beginnings 
of this new year, and even organizing a few photos for my children, which 
at this point I don't want to delay until they go off to college.  My 
health is holding pretty steady at this point.  My doctor has actually kept 
me on the oral chemo, Xeloda, all this time, as my liver has seemed to hold 
steady (thanks for your prayers!) and the chemo be effective.  My tumor 
markers have crept up a bit over time, so at some point we'll switch the 
treatment regimen to a hormone and see what that does for this cancer.  I 
must say that it feels a bit frightening to switch treatments, since I have 
so enjoyed the stability of this chemo, and the hormones last time left the 
cancer flaring up again.  But, my trust is not in the "king's horses" but 
rather in God's healing power--so however He might sustain me is fine with 
me.  I find myself incredibly grateful these days--each day of life feels 
like a miracle and gift to me.  When I nuzzle with my sweet Nathan as I put 
him down to bed, I just soak in the experience, the smells, and the soft 
feel of his young skin.  When I get to do hair wraps with Laura and three 
of her good friends at school, I thoroughly enjoy taking in their gleeful 
chatter and delight with their growing hair and bodies, knowing that these 
parenting tasks were not ones my body could handle a year ago and might not 
be ones available to me in the future.  And when my car axle broke this 
week, and I was in a parking lot rather than on a freeway, I again felt the 
hand of God sustaining me and giving me good life.  I know some of you may 
be angry at God regarding my cancer, and at times I have been quite 



despairing, sad, and angry;  but I must say that the depth of gratitude I 
have for God's "rescuing my life from death, my eyes from tears, and my 
feet from stumbling"(Psa. 116) is deep, one of the best gifts He has given 
me in this time.  And life has tasted incredibly sweet, particularly in the 
continued times of connecting with you my friends and family, and with the 
beautiful sights of double rainbows over my daughter's school and snow 
peaked mountains behind our sunny lakeside home in Los Angeles.  (Can you 
tell that I feel sugar deprived?--I keep referring to sweets and 
chocolate?!!--I'm still trying to eat in a very healthy manner, but my 
obsessive tendencies don't translate well into compulsive healthy eating, 
so it's a challenge.) 
 Again I thank each of you for your continued diligent prayers and creative 
cards and gifts--the latest was a great tape of my Nature Camp friend from 
teen days, Walter Mehring, singing old and new songs for me with his banjo 
and dear wife accompanying him.  I can be very slow in writing back, but 
know that I thoroughly "taste" and enjoy every good gift that God and you 
through Him send my way.  I am acutely aware of others in our midst who are 
facing their own health or relational challenges--please pray too for my 
friend Thekla who has had a terrible break to her leg, my colleague Colleen 
who has a recurrence of breast cancer in her brain, my friend Sue's sister 
diagnosed with lupus and scleroderma, and my friend Anita's sister who is 
cautiously pregnant after multiple miscarriages. Also, if any one of you 
know of anyone looking for an adoptive parent for a baby they are not able 
to keep, I know of two wonderful couples who are praying diligently for 
God's provision of a new baby in their arms.  May God's hope sustain each 
of you who may be weary or broken in some way;  and be sure to taste the 
chocolate cake in your smorgasbord of life.   
      Love, Beth          
    
 
 
 
 
 
23 April 2001 
 
Dear Family and Friends: 
 
        Happy Easter to you!   
One of my prayer partners recently shared a book with me on the stations of the  
resurrection (somewhat parallel to the stations of the cross), Journey into  
Joy, which reminds us that Easter is a season of 50 days, leading up to  
Pentecost.  So we're trying to celebrate the season longer--thus an Easter  
greeting to you after the day of Easter!  Actually we had a wonderful  
Easter celebration over the weekend, one of the best ever in my life.  My  
tumor markers and liver markers are up somewhat (not the direction we like to  
see), enough so that my doctor has recently decided to take me off chemo  
and put me on estrogen-blocking hormones (which will take a month or two to take  
effect--we're praying indeed for an effect--a positive one).  It leaves me  
in a more tenuous place again in regards to my day to day health, though at this  
point I still feel well--so well that I fully engaged in Easter traditions with  



as much vigor as my body would allow.  In fact, one saying has kept ringing  
through my ears (a bit like "The best dissertation is a done dissertation" rang  
in my ears as I was finishing grad school)--a friend of mine, Dale Peterson,  
wrote me to say that she has a friend with cancer who is so savoring his  
life at this point that instead of saying he has a life threatening disease, he  
says he has a "disease-threatening life."  I love this  
term and have delighted in calling it to mind over this past week in particular,  
as we went ahead and celebrated Easter with full steam ahead.   
 
        For Easter, some dear  
friends of ours, Nancy Sider and her three incredibly kind, helpful teenage  
children, Ashley, Justyn, and Julian, visited with us for a number of  
days.  For me, there were two "traditions" that we had established (and  
this year elaborated on a bit) that will be memorable for all of us for years to  
come (I think, or hope).  The particularly memorable highlight was the day  
before Easter--Nancy, her three children, my daughter Laura, and I all  
piled into our van (while David as a servant Dad stayed home to roller blade  
with Nathan), and we drove down to Mexico for the day.  We  
crossed over the border at the city of Otay (new for all of us) and drove  
to an orphanage (inspired by Laura's 3rd grade teacher who had been there  
earlier in the year).  There we had a chance to personally hand out some  
special gifts we had brought down for the children (stuffed animals, chocolate  
bunnies, and pencils).  To the see the faces of these children holding  
tight to their special stuffed animals, playing catch with us, and sitting on  
our laps and trying to converse with us in our broken English and Spanish was a  
picture I don't think any of us will ever forget.  Then we drove back to  
Otay and found a very poor neighborhood and drove through it, looking for little  
shack homes with families in them--each of our children got to pick a family to  
reach out to--when we saw a particularly poor family with a mother and children  
sitting by their home, we would stop and our children would get out of the  
van, wish them a happy Easter (in our limited Spanish), and hand them an Easter  
basket filled with rice, beans, cheese, crayons, paper, scissors, toys, New  
Testament, and other treats. Then we'd drive on until we picked  
another family in need to reach out to in the same way.  To see  
the faces on these families as someone out of the blue offered them an Easter  
surprise was such a highlight for all of us.  It was as if God let us taste  
what His delight must be like when His angels reach down and give me the  
treat of healing for my bones and unexpected cards and treats from you my  
friends and family and even "strangers" who have ministered so kindly  
to me.  I was very grateful to God for the health to be able to create  
this tradition and memory with my daughter and the Siders--we all survived with  
health intact and car undamaged.  And with some begrudging (since I  
couldn't seem to open the doors to my van upon request), the customs official  
let us back into the U.S., in time for an Easter day at home in  
Azusa.  Thanks especially to Anne and Ben Grizzle, Nancy Stiehler Thurston,  
Sharon Harris, and Hope Bowman who have so inspired our family to include giving  
as well as receiving in our holiday rituals.   
 
        The other tradition that  
was especially meaningful for us was the Easter egg hunt by our lake (it  
paled in comparison with the giving of the previous day, but still was  



so much fun).  We hid plastic eggs filled with coins, candy, and  
special notes around our yard, including one special silver egg and one  
special bunny face egg.  Whoever found the bunny egg received a prize  
of  $2, and whoever found the silver egg won a prize of $5--yet the money  
wasn't really the important part--the main thing was the victory of being the  
silver egg finder of the year.  Justyn found it and immediately struck  
an Olympian pose befitting of the situation.  Then all the children sat  
around opening their eggs, with adults looking on.  The appeal of the notes  
seemed much stronger than that of the candy or money-- each person opened  
and read their notes aloud--and then eagerly followed them--for  
example--"Pick the best cook in the group" (Laura got this one, and  
selected Pamela Clausen, who has cooked dozens of meals for us over the  
course of my cancer treatments),  "Immediately climb to the top of a tree  
before opening any more eggs" (Ashley traded this note with her agile brother  
Julian),  "If you could be anyone for a week, who would it be" (Laura got  
this one, and immediately said "Ahley!!!"), "Pick someone to sing a funny song  
about this Easter day for us" (David is always chosen, given his entertaining  
gifts in this area). . . .  The notes went on, and the cute connecting of  
the children and adults via the notes continued for a good 20 minutes.  It  
was a fun, engaging highlight of the day for me--and one the children insist on  
continuing every year.  Anyway, thought we'd share these traditions in case  
any of you may want to add them to your list as well.   
 
        The week before Easter, we  
had a chance to participate in a Passover Seder at one of our friends'  
homes.  One of the parts that I loved from it was the part where the leader  
said "If He had merely rescued us from Egypt, but had not punished the  
Egyptians", and then we replied, "Dayenu," which means "we  
would have been satisfied" or "it would have been enough."  Then the  
leader would say, "If He had merely punished the Egyptians, but had not  
destroyed their gods, "  then we replied, "Dayenu."  And so it went as  
we enumerated the multiple miracles and provisions the Lord offered the  
Israelites over Passover and beyond.  As I participated in this  
worship experience, I felt as if I could just keep currently adding to that  
list--"If you had just let me hear from my beloved friends and family before I  
died, it would have been enough."  "If you had just let me participate in  
David's parents' 50th anniversary party, it would have been enough."  "If  
you had just given me time to spend with my children helping them develop  
through one more stage of their lives, it would have been enough."  "If you  
had just let me celebrate Easter with my family and friends, it would have been  
enough."  And yet the list goes on, and God continues to do miracles here  
in our lives in Azusa--so we are grateful.  And we are grateful for your  
continuing prayers as I enter this next stage of cancer treatment with my body's  
response to it still unknown to us.  Thank you, thank you for your prayers  
and support.  We do wish you a memorable, tradition-filled, Easter  
season with your friends and family as well!    
 
                                                        Love,  
Beth 
 
  



 
P. S.  At my last visit to my doctor, he apologized because he had to  
delay our meeting because a TV station had just  called for him to be on  
the news--I asked him later what this was all about, and he said he was Suzanne  
Somers' doctor--so he has been on Extra on TV, as well as in People  
magazine, re her controversial decisions in the treatment of her breast  
cancer.  Perhaps you got to see him!  Anyway, Dr. Melvin Silverstein,  
who is also mentioned in these clips as saving her life through early detection  
beyond mammography, has been my surgical oncologist for around 20 years now, and  
Dr. James Waisman, her oncologist, has been my primary oncologist for the last 8  
years.  Unlike Suzanne, I have been on chemo rather than mushrooms and have  
not been taking estrogen-promoting hormones as she has--but we both ask for  
prayer as we battle with this tough disease.  And pray for my doctors  
too--they are so competent and wonderfully helpful.   
    
 
 
 
 
27 June 2001 
 
Dear Family and Friends: 
 Greetings from California!  My computer has been down for awhile, so I 
apologize for being slow in responding to your latest notes to me.  But I 
have great news to send your way.  I feel like a walking miracle right now, 
as my tumor markers have once again dropped after a time of escalating.  
What is most amazing to me is the impact of your specific prayers on my 
body and spirits-so thank you, thank you, thank you once again for your 
support in my roller coaster ride with cancer.  A number of weeks ago, my 
dear friend David Masich, wrote to you all asking for prayer and fasting in 
my behalf.  Unknown to him, the very week he asked for prayer turned out to 
be my lowest time in months.  I was off the chemo and had started on an 
estrogen-blocking hormone (Aromasin), but I could just feel the cancer 
flaring in my bones once again, my back cramped terribly several times, and 
my spirits were low, thinking that once again I must be preparing for a 
possible final downturn in this cancer journey.  That week I went for my 
routine blood work and actually did not even call in for the results, 
thinking that they would just reflect continuing expansion of the cancer--I 
wasn't eager to hear that, especially at a time when I just had to continue 
waiting to see if the hormone would eventually kick into action.  To my 
amazement, though, when I finally got the results, the tumor markers had 
fallen dramatically, the most drastic drop since the first months when I 
was diagnosed with the recurrence (specifically from an 81 to a 52-usually 
they move more like 3 to 10 points up or down in a month;  under 40 is 
normal).  In fact, my doctor later told me that when the numbers came into 
the clinic, the whole clinic cheered--quite a show of support and clearly 
an indication from knowledgeable medical personnel that a significant shift 
had occurred in my body.  What is amazing is that this occurred the very 
week you all were praying in concert for me.  It looks as if the Lord has 
once again honored the prayers of his people and given me another window of 
life-the hormone appears to be working, as does prayer, and nutritional 



supplements, and I am on my feet for another stretch of time-however long 
the Lord sees fit.  Each time I hit a time of cancer flaring and then a 
remission of it, I feel like my life is dangled in front of me, with a 
sense that I am falling down a cliff and then caught by God's rappelling 
line.  I go from preparing to die, to preparing to live, in terms of my 
spirits as well as in the daily tasks I pursue.  It is indeed a wild ride, 
but I am ever so grateful for every upturn.  I know it must get old to hear 
of these ups and downs of tumor markers and our lives here in Azusa, but we 
are ever so grateful for your faithful concern and care for us.   
 I've been reading a book, Sleeping with Bread, which refers to the 
Ignatian exercise of the examen, in which each day we ask ourselves two key 
questions--"For what am I most grateful?" and "For what am I least 
grateful?"  Actually, I've been trying to do this with my children at the 
end of each day as well as in my own contemplative moments.  Over time, it 
gives us a sense of what gives us most joy and life and also what is most 
problematic for us in life--it helps give clarity regarding our life 
direction and vision as well as a way to simply connect with each other and 
God.  Anyway, I am particularly aware of how grateful I am for your 
continuing support and the miracle God seems to keep doing in my body and 
life, and I realize I still am least grateful for the aches and pains and 
fatigue of this journey (and for sibling rivalry that I try to manage as a 
parent--I think the rivalry and conflict in our family rises as the 
resources diminish!).  I happen to be writing to you at a very grateful 
moment (as you may have noticed-it's easier for me to contact you with good 
news than bad). I am able once again to obsess on the details of life 
rather than death, and grab hold of big and little visions for the coming 
months.  One of the verses I loved in my earlier years was the proverb that 
said "without a vision, the people perish."  So, I am grabbing hold of life 
and some sense of vision for the few steps ahead of me that I can see, and 
we will just have to let the Lord light the next part of the path as we 
round the next bend.   
 David is still holding up well--actually he's just had one of his eyes 
corrected via lazik surgery (it was time for us to put some energy and 
resources into something medically proactive for him);  he also feels as if 
it is miraculous to be so blind (unless he wore contacts) and now to see.  
Laura is doing well--won the citizenship award for her class this year and 
an art award too;  we're glad she's able to engage fully in life in a 
successful way.  And Nathan is hanging in there--perhaps feeling the 
effects of Mommy's long term illness the most--showing it via a bit more 
anger and aggression, needing some more attention, which we're trying to 
give, for constructive behaviors.  He remains very personally engaging and 
so much fun, full of life and energy, which we wish we could distribute 
more equally throughout our family!  We're into a busy family summer and so 
happy to have bodies that are up to the current family demands (at least to 
some degree).  Thanks again for all your love and support.  May you enjoy 
fun times with friends and family this summer and find ways to soak in 
whatever activities refresh you and make you most grateful.   
     Love, Beth                  
    
 
 



29 August 2001 
 
Dear Family and Friends: 
 Greetings from California!  I thought it was time for an update after a 
busy couple of summer months in the Brokaw household.  Laura has been 
active on a swim team this summer, and both Nathan and Laura are starting 
soccer for the fall (with David as a coach for the first time--he's getting 
a real kick out of it).  The highlight of the summer was a big celebration 
of my parents' 50th anniversary.  Our whole family gathered back on the 
extended family farm in Lexington, Virginia to prepare for the event and 
then celebrate it with a bang--a pond party followed by dinner and then 
roasting and toasting of my parents afterwards.  Many thanks to everyone 
who came from near and far and to all those who helped in so many ways!  It 
was great to see so many family members from both sides together and for 
all of us, including grandchildren, to experience the depth and stability 
and humor of the Fletcher/Tucker/Tilson clans.  It is quite an amazing 
thing, especially these days, to make it through 50 years of marriage, 
faithful, still kind, and in good humor, which my parents are.  Person 
after person stood up after the dinner to tell stories, jokes, praises in 
honor of my parents--what a testimony to their lives and a model for the 
generations to come.  It was a family bonding time, full of good laughs 
which are so reflective of my parents' cheerful, humorous way of relating 
in the world.  My 19 year old nephew, Ben Grizzle, offered one of the most 
profound reflections, when he told of a time when his Granddad, probably 
during a time of canoeing together, had talked to him about the importance 
of reconciliation--noting that no matter what conflict arises or what hurt 
occurs, it is important to talk about it and not let that be a permanent 
breach between you and another family member.  Ben noted how the immediate 
family has remarkably stayed together, without major black sheep or falling 
out, over these many years and how he hopes to continue that value in the 
generation to come.  It was a good and wonderful occasion which seemed to 
reinforce marriage, family, faithfulness, and fun.  I was extremely 
grateful to be feeling fairly healthy and able to visit with so many people 
and participate with such vigor.  Every event like this that I am able to 
attend is one more miracle to me in my life course.   
 When I returned to California, I was elated with the family activities  
an yet eager to return to my own bed and regular family schedule once 
again.  The discouraging news has been a significant increase in my tumor  
markers (actually one marker has gone down, but the other has jumped up 
quite a bit).  I am trying to rest and eat well, hoping that this may 
offer some change in a better direction.  And of course what I need 
especially is continued prayer.  I was so hoping for this fall to be a 
period of some "normal" life (whatever that is) for a bit, particularly to 
do more with my children.  I am still hoping that my body will stabilize 
and the hormone still hold the cancer, but ask for prayers for that to 
continue.  Thanks again for your wonderful, faithful encouragement.  I 
trust that you had fun, relaxing, memorable summers and that you are 
heading into the fall with some vision and energy!   
   
                          Love, Beth    
    



 
 
10 September 2001 
 
Dear Family and Friends: 
 This is a quick email update about my current situation.  This week I  
went for my follow up appointment with my oncologist and found that my 
tumor markers have gone very high very quickly (up to 166 from 48 earlier 
this month--higher than they've been since the original recurrence). 
Anyway, needless to say, the cancer is flaring in a dramatic way.  My 
doctor is putting me on a new chemotherapy regimen this coming 
week--requires a minor surgery on Wednesday to put in a catheter to one of 
my major veins, then I'll get the chemo on Wednesday, and then have hours 
of new testing (CAT Scans and MRI's) on Thursday.  It has all been a 
dreadful disappointment and shock, since I was feeling so wonderful this 
summer.  I am indeed so grateful I was able to be an active part of the 
50th celebration for my parents, without the new cancer flare hanging over 
me.  And I am so glad we were able to have a full, fun summer with the 
children.  Laura and Nathan have just this week gotten settled back into 
school, both with teachers and friends that they like.  So--here we are 
handling a major, scary setback in this battle with cancer.  We are asking 
for your continued prayers, that the chemo would work once again and that 
we would cope with whatever the Lord has for us in a gracious, honest way. 
After I first heard the news, I was sitting in stupor in the day hospital, 
getting an IV drip of bone strengthener, and the main idea that kept 
running through my mind was a quote from a Christianity Today article 
about an HIV patient who was dying--he had an intent stare on his face 
when people would come to visit him, and he managed to mouth the 
words--"focusing on the sovereignty of God."  I'm not on my last breath 
yet and I certainly haven't learned to focus that intently on God's 
sovereignty, but it sure has helped to focus on that focus these last few 
days. My twin sister mentioned that she had just read a piece from Waiting 
for God by Simone Weil (a contemplative of earlier church years), noting 
that the deepest faith shows itself able to still focus on the love of God 
even in the midst of suffering.  So--that's my challenge, while still 
coping with the panic, grief, and practical matters of handling life 
thrown upside down again.  It is very hard to just WAIT for something 
(i.e. chemo) to begin, while my back and shoulders ache more with each 
passing day (the first day surgery could be scheduled was Wednesday). 
So--I've grabbed hold of a healthy de-tox diet regimen to DO while I'm 
waiting--it helps to be in action.  Yet I'm also needing time just to 
process what this means next and figure out how to WAIT on the  
Lord--harder for me than doing right now.   
 Thanks to all you prayer warriors out there.  God, and his response to 
your pleas, has sustained me thus far.  I am asking once more, on this 
roller coaster ride, for prayer as David and I face this next turn.   
     Love, Beth 
 
P. S.  I just received the exact quote by Simone Weil in the mail today 
before I punched the send button on this email--something to chew on during 
hours of MRI testing-- 



"It is in affliction itself that the splendor of God's mercy shines, from 
its very depths, in the heart of its inconsolable bitterness.  If still 
persevering in our love, we fall to the point where the soul cannot keep 
back the cry, 'My God, why hast thou forsaken me?' if we remain at this 
point without ceasing to love, we end by touching something that is not 
affliction, not joy, something that is the central essence, necessary and 
pure, something not of the senses, common to joy and sorrow:  the very love 
of God." 
    
 
 
24 November 2001 
 
Dear Friends and Family: 
Well, the last time I wrote an email to all of you was on September 10th. I remember debating 
whether to include a quote 
by Simone Weil which was rather dense and dramatic--about affliction, suffering, the love of 
God. But I went ahead and 
pushed the button and sent it. The next day and week I think we all faced terror and tragedy that 
we never would have 
imagined before. As I went for surgery on Sept. 12, and many hours of time in MRI and CT 
machines on Sept. 13, a few of 
Simone Weil's words kept coming to me over and over--"It is in affliction itself that the splendor 
of God's mercy shines. . . 
in the heart of its inconsolable bitterness. . ." As I watched the pictures of the World Trade Center 
victims, and also of 
the many acts of love andheroism that followed, I felt likeI was watching the bestand worst of 
human life.As I struggled 
with the terrorist of cancerinside my body, I was consumed with the story of terrorism unfolding 
in the world before me. 
And so, I have been stunned, fatigued, overwhelmed both by my own situation and with 
thehorrible situation unfolding in New 
York City, Afghanistan, and the world. Here it isover two months later that I finally find the 
energy to write another 
update. 
Anyway, for those of you interested in the details ofmy latest experience (which feels quiteminor 
compared with dead 
bodies shown daily on the news; gee, how can anyone get the sympathy needed in the face of the 
common cold or flu??), I have 
had quite a battle with another cancer flare. In September, my tumor markers went sky high again 
(212, for anyone counting), 
indicating the cancer had become active again, with a vengence. So, my doctor put me on a new 
chemotherapy, Navelbine, 
totry once againto tame the cancer in my bones.For about a month I was extremely fatigued, 
aching, feeling like thiswas 
the beginning of perhaps a quick end. And then after about 4 weeks, I began to feel somewhat 
better, the aches lifted 
somewhat, and ultimately the tumor markers (down to 147 in October and to 106 in November) 
indicated that this new 
chemotherapy was once again knocking the cancer into a partial remission (yeah! and oh, what a 
roller coaster!). I am 



still somewhat achy and quite tired, from the chemo, and cancer, and decrease in my red and 
white blood cellsbecause of the 
chemo. But I've rallied once again and am functioning as best I can. Apparently the hormone 
treatment worked for 5 months 
but then could not hold back the cancer. So, it looks like I am now tethered to chemotherapy 
(barring some miraculous 
breakthrough--which I still appreciate prayers for), though the chemo could work for quite awhile 
(another prayer at this 
point). Unfortunately, David and I have had to battle (I tend to use war terminology these days) 
not only the cancer but 
alsoour insurance company, Pacificare. They refuse topay for the expensive medicine (neupogen, 
by Amgen--any inside track 
out there?) needed to help my body maintain adequatewhite blood cells, needed to stave off 
infection. I also have been 
ending my psychotherapy practice, whichhas been very difficult emotionally, bothfor what it 
means for me in terms of 
facing the end of my ability to work in this way and for the painful good-byes it engenders. I am 
facing one more layer of 
losses and good-byes in life and the looming ofultimate death in a closer rather than more distant 
future. And yet I am 
also living life--celebrating Thanksgiving with good friends, making up lazer tag games with 
Laura and Nathan, retreating 
with my sisters and with my husband on sweet, lazy weekends this fall. 
As David and I drove home from Thanksgiving dinner with friends yesterday, we reflected on 
where we were two years 
ago--in a wheelchair, thinking I had only months possibly to live, and here we are two years later, 
eating turkey dinner, 
watchingLaura and Nathan play soccer, debating the political situationin the world. We are 
indeed grateful for 
themultiple years of life we havesqueezed into the last two. We are sooo grateful for the 
incredible friends and family we 
have in our lives and how amazingly you all have sustained us with meals and prayers and rides 
and cards throughout my 
varying treatments. And we are grateful for God who sustains us, gives us hope in dark and light 
moments, and helps us see 
pain, suffering, life, death, war, and peace in a broader perspective while being with us in the 
details of this earthly 
life. On this Thanksgiving holiday, we are weary but grateful--reminds me of Paul's words of 
wisdom--"But we have this 
treasure in jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing power is from God and not from us. We are 
hard pressed on every 
side, but not crushed; perplexed, but not indespair; persecuted, but not abandoned; struck down, 
but not destroyed. We 
always carry around in our body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be revealed 
in our body." I think 
after the events of the last months, we all are increasingly aware of our fragility and mortality. 
Whenhearing about the 
Afghan people, I think we must all beaware of how incredibly fortunate we are tohave the food 
and homes and children and 
freedom and lives that we have. May your Thanksgiving holidaybefilled with more gratefulness 
than ever before, much life 



and vigor applied to the tasks and relationships before you, and the peace, the deep peace of God 
that lets us sleep at night 
and work in love by day. 
Love, Beth 
    
 
 
18 January 2002 
 
Dear Family and Friends: 
 
How can I begin to thank all of you for your amazing generosity to our 
family over the last months?!!! Thank you sooo much for the generous 
contributions to help us financially. I^m not sure who has given what, 
since everything is anonymous, but all I can say is thank you so much. And 
I can tell you what a difference it has made in our day to day 
functioning. I have gone from being somewhat anxious over every little 
expenditure, given our shrinking resources, to being able to go ahead and 
live comfortably without cringing at each needed expense. We have been 
able to repair my 12 year old Toyota that broke down last month; we have 
been able to buy Christmas gifts for our children and others as the spirit 
moved us; David and I have even had a couple of dates over the holidays 
(wow!); and, very importantly, we have been able to pay piled up medical 
bills and buy my totally expensive medicine. Our family has been able to 
move ahead in LIFE without being so stressed financially, and you, my dear 
friends have helped that happen. The stresses of dealing with cancer are 
so many that the lifting of the financial stressors has been a welcome 
relief. I was even able to comfortably buy nice stationery and print 
pictures for Christmas letters - the only problem is that my energy ran 
out before I sent all of them!  So, if you received one, consider 
yourself one of the chosen out of my address book; and if you didn^t, you 
can look forward to a Valentine's letter (maybe). 
 
I will report that we had a delightful Christmas together as a family. I 
had wanted to be proactive about the traditions and experiences we created 
for Laura and Nathan this Christmas, and we were able to create quite a 
lovely collection of those for all of us. We were able to have a very 
sweet time with just the four of us on Christmas morning, opening 
stockings and gifts and actually playing with some of the toys; we had a 
lovely Christmas meal at the home of dear friends, which included an 
international groups of folks, which was so meaningful; we had a chance to 
worship heartily at a church service, a tradition I remember so vividly 
from my days growing up; and we had a chance to reach out to some needy 
folks on the streets of Los Angeles on Christmas Eve (a memory none of us 
will ever forget, and hopefully a tradition established; we just drove 
down to the center of the city where we met a few friends, one of whom had 
bravely done this before by herself; we opened up the back of our station 
wagon and started handing out bowls of hot spaghetti and cider, plus some 
scarves, mittens, and other food; the homeless folks just started lining 
up; grateful, toothless grins, Christmas greetings exchanged, a dark 
corner of the city became a spot of bright connection for us on Christmas 



Eve). Anyway, the holiday was full and fit for the king of it all. And of 
course the best gift of all was to be together as a family and relatively 
healthy for the experience of it all.  We feel your prayers have directly 
made that happen; never before in our lives have we felt so incredibly 
carried by prayer, and it is quite an experience of receiving a Christmas 
and yearlong gift indeed. 
 
I just tried to be a "normal woman" throughout the holidays (I confess 
more frenzied and busy and less peacefully contemplating throughout Advent 
than I might aspire to in my grandiose moments of spiritual connection). 
And I was able to pull it off, and enjoy it, until the day after 
Christmas. Then my body started to express its displeasure with my 
activity. I woke up with a skin infection and, later, lung congestion, 
ended up in my doctor's office the day after Christmas, and was flat in 
bed for a week. Then I received tough news that my tumor markers were up 
quite a bit again, time for "restaging" and 
considering other treatment options. What a roller coaster again of joy 
and sorrow, peace and anxiety, all in one holiday. But the great news is 
that just yesterday when I went in to plan for the next treatment change, 
the tumor markers were miraculously lower -perhaps this chemo is still 
working, and more importantly, your prayers and support are seeing me 
through. And my doctor told me that he had once again pressed the drug 
company for some help for us, and finally they said yes - by next week 
they will start giving me free medicine for my white cells! 
 
So, thank you, thank you, thank you for your prayers, emotional and 
spiritual support, and very tangible and greatly helpful financial 
support. It is a bit humbling to be on the receiving end of so much help 
(probably what prompts me to have to still be giving in a few areas as 
well; you're now giving to a few Los Angeles folks through me when I just 
can't stand to be the needy person receiving all the time). We do wish for 
you a New Year ahead with GOOD surprises up ahead, God's support through 
whatever you may face, and vision for the LIFE God has given each of us in 
the days ahead. 
 
Love, 
 
Beth 
 
P. S. Hours after I wrote this, we heard from our insurance company that 
after a final appeal last week, they decided to cover my medicine. When it 
rains good news it pours. And God does answer prayer. And God also uses 
you as His loving vessels. 
    
 
 
30 April 2002 
 
Dear Family and Friends: 
 Greetings from the Brokaw household!  After a bit of winter hibernating 
from email and other correspondence, I am finally rousing myself to send 



you an update.  Thank you to all of you who have written me such lovely 
notes and have continued to pray for me over lo these many years 
(miraculous that it has been over 2 years since the diagnosis of 
metastasis!).  The roller coaster analogy that I have used from time to 
time seems to fit for these last months as well.  Actually in March my 
tumor markers fell dramatically (from 97 to 59)-quite a relief (and answer 
to some specific prayers out there)-I heard the news on my mother's 
birthday-a gift for all of us.  I had been resting a lot and trying to stay 
subdued (one of my earlier roommates used to bemoan the fact that she had a 
disease, diabetes, that required her to be compulsive, when she indeed was 
fun, lively, and carefree;  well, I am now a bit dismayed that I have a 
disease that requires me to be CALM, not overly excited, busy, or 
outgoing-sigh, sigh).  So-in February and March I was pretty good at "lying 
low," but this last month has included Easter celebrating with friends, a 
flight to Boston with my twin sister to visit my nephew, Ben, speaking at 
Rosemead chapels, at Ben's college, and at an analytic institute in 
southern California, and of course, playing with Laura and Nathan [going 
for a family trip to visit a California mission, going to volleyball, 
softball, and gymnastics practices and games (though servant David does the 
bulk of that), planning for Laura's 10th birthday in a few weeks, . . .]. 
Anyway, in the process (and quite likely reflective of a diminishing effect 
of my current chemo) my tumor markers have risen dramatically once again 
(to 124, then to 136. . .), so my doctor is switching me ASAP (i.e. today) 
to a different chemo with more punch (the original one of 2 years 
ago-taxotere).  Please pray that this latest flare in the cancer will be 
tamed once again, that I can handle the side   effects (particularly hard 
on my liver and bone marrow, hair loss once again, low energy, GI craziness 
. . .), for peace and connection for David, Laura, Nathan, and me, and that 
God's good purposes would be served in this next jolting ride on this 
journey.  I am very grateful for the wonderful people I have met and been 
able to speak with this last month-God has provided some amazing times of 
connecting and speaking with others in California, Texas, and 
Massachusetts.  I have very normal days and weeks, but then plopped into 
the middle of them are some very "magical moments" of heart connecting-the 
Holy Spirit just descends at times, often when I'm least expecting it, and 
knits my heart to someone else's, for a moment, or day, and of course some 
for a life time (however long that will be for me).  For those of you whom 
I have been privileged to see these last months, thank you for your dear 
friendship and kind connecting with me.  And for those of you who have seen 
"neither hide nor hair of me" (my southern roots show themselves), thank 
you for your patience in knowing that I'm just not able to be or do what I 
used to do (my parents keep telling me that about their aging process-but 
when Dad keeps whitewater canoeing, it's hard to really believe;  well, the 
same is with me-when you see me, you may think I seem to have lots of 
energy and life-but then I go home and crash!).  So-that's what I'll be 
doing in the coming month-crashing-sleeping-praying for this chemo, and 
prayer, and vitamins, and life to work once again, giving me as much time 
as God sees fit to give me with my sweet Laura, Nathan, David, friends, and 
family.   
 I continue to feel encircled by your prayers and love and am more grateful 
than I can ever express for that.  It's too bad one has to get some 



dreadful disease to experience such an incredibly concentrated and extended 
amount of prayer---but I'll take all the perks I can find in this battle 
with cancer!  Love to all of you-enjoy your children (I'm talking to myself 
again), take good care of yourselves (i.e. avoid carcinogenic materials and 
activities), and run for His glory (I like that line from Chariots of Fire 
when the runner says, "When I run, I feel His glory."  My prayer for you, 
and me, is that we would increasingly sense what God has made us 
specifically for and that we would do it well, for His glory-so may you 
run, or parent, or speak, or do business deals, or counsel, or whatever 
you're made to do, with vigor and for His glory.)  And I will rest, still 
try to regularly get up and parent, and occasionally get up and counsel or 
speak or connect with others in some way and as the Lord leads in the 
coming month.    
      Love, Beth 
 
P. S.  It's amazing what cancer can motivate a person to do, as a parent, 
friend, or person---whatever things I have always wanted to get done, I 
have to do, now or never (most of them are the latter, since I have less 
energy than ever).  But since I don't have the energy to write a letter to 
Family Fun magazine, I'll write this P. S. to any of you out there who are 
parents.  In trying to once again revive and refurbish the chore and 
allowance system in our home (it's now or never), we arrived on an idea 
that has really been working well.  For chores, we have devised a "chore 
spinner" to be spun by each child each week (with different categories the 
spinner can land on-like fold laundry, help with cooking, clean dishes, 
pick up 20 things in the house that are out of place, etc.. . .including 
FREE week (this is the one they pray for as they spin), do something nice 
for your brother or sister each day (this is the one they, and I,  pray 
their sibling will get), write a letter to someone each day, . . . any way, 
we have a few extra slots to add new ideas as they come to us-that way even 
though chores are still a chore (I have been telling Laura there is a 
reason the word has the two meanings it does), there is a little change, 
novelty, and even learning that takes place in the process.  We'll see how 
long this newest creation in our family lasts (we still have marble jars-do 
something nice, marbles are added;  do something mean or disobedient, 
marbles are subtracted;  get to the top of your jar with marbles, and you 
get to pick a date of your choice with the parent of your choice----it's 
losing it's motivating power over the year, but we're still using 
marbles-and losing our marbles-in our home!  Send your creative ideas on to 
us, or Family Fun, if you have some good ones!) 
 
P.P.S.  OK, I know that's an odd P.S for someone requesting prayer as 
cancer is reinvading her body, but I can't just talk about tumor 
markers-it's too depressing.  And I have to make the most of the moments I 
have, right?!   
    
 
 
3 July 2002 
 
Dear family and friends: 



 Greetings from California to everyone!  Thanks for all your prayers and 
concern during this last tough cycle of chemotherapy.  I wanted to send a 
quick update from the Brokaws.  About two months ago, I started back on 
Taxotere (the chemo I received after first being diagnosed with the 
metastasis;  I received as much as my body could take back then, but when 
the cancer flared again this spring, my doctor decided to use more rounds 
of it two years later).  Anyway, the tumor markers indicate some 
improvement (up and down, no recent markers taken), and I can feel a 
difference in my bones-yeah-less aching and pain-I can literally feel the 
cancer receding in certain months.  I was able to handle the first two 
months of  this chemo amazingly well, though now I am feeling more wiped 
out (cumulative side effects)-so I am very tired-but still going.  Also, I 
receive steroids to help limit the circulatory side effects-and they 
produce a high and low effect in energy and mood-more ups and downs in this 
journey.  So my praise is that I am still alive and functioning (seems 
incredible to me, as I think of where I was over two years ago!).  And my 
prayer request is that the side effects would not be too unbearable as the 
next two rounds "hit" me (the weeks of  July 11th and August 8th should be 
the toughest). Also, I might add that my hair started falling out again, so 
I decided to "mine" this experience in some interesting way.  So I let 
Laura and Nathan be my beauticians-they could cut my hair any way they 
pleased-and cut, cut, cut they did.  When they were finished, I was 
expecting a wild and crazy hairdo, which would quickly succumb to the final 
falling out of my hair.  But---the short hairdo was so cute, and my hair 
has not fully fallen out-so at home I comfortably have a cute, thin hair 
style that reminds me of my children's creativity (and a wig covers the 
balding spots on more proper occasions). 
 In the meantime, we are hitting summer with a bang.  We have our 
firecrackers set for a July 4th celebration (we seem to have established 
traditions in our family that our children now make sure continue even if 
our lack of energy might tease us into "forgetting").  Laura has been busy 
with a gymnastics day camp, swim team, and rearranging and "nesting" in her 
room;  and Nathan is busy with swim lessons, fishing some (by our lake), 
and connecting with whoever is available to play with him.  I recently had 
a wonderful retreat with my twin sister (just in the nick of time-I was 
pretty wiped out the weekend we planned it), and David and I had a little 
getaway earlier (at home-less energy expended, fun to experience California 
by ourselves for a weekend) when good friends kept the children for a 
weekend.   
 Some days I am feeling really "blah," and yet on others I am touched  
or inspired by experiences of the day.  The latest inspiration came when I 
was reading II Cor. 1-where it talks of suffering "flowing over into our 
lives" but comfort "overflowing" as well.  It struck me as such a clear 
picture of our experience during these last years.  Though the challenges 
of facing cancer as a family are great, the comfort we have experienced from  
each of you, which together forms an incredible quilt of love, has brought 
as many tears to our eyes as any of the difficult experiences. It is as if 
tragedy, whether it is a neighbor's child dying, a terrorist bombing, or 
cancer hitting a family member, serves as a lightning rod for kindness to 
also pour forth.  I am amazed at the continued outpouring of kindness into 
our home, and how unique each person and his or her gifts are-together the 



chicken pot pies, money, childcare, cards, and prayers form a tapestry that 
is prettier than any we might have attempted to weave by way of being an 
independent American family.  It is humbling, but so powerful. I hope that 
at times we are able to send the flow back, but it does feel like a pretty 
strong one-way river of kindness right now.  So-we'll just hope a few waves 
splash back up to you at times when our energy flows again.  And know that 
we are so very grateful to each of you.  Have some fun splashing around, in 
water, family connections, or grace this summer.  
       Love, Beth      
    
 
 
20 July 2002 
 
Dear Family and Friends: 
 
        (Warning-another lengthy letter-you may stop here if you wish). I 
am writing you again so soon with two urgent prayer requests. I am doing 
pretty well, thanks to your continuing prayers (I think someone out there 
was praying HARD for me the week of July 11th-because I felt much better 
than I "should" have with this last round of chemo). So the prayer 
requests are actually for two friends, Sam and Kaneeza, who are also 
battling with cancer (there, you can stop reading now and just pray for 
them if you get letter reading fatigue). Anyway, I was lying in bed this 
morning, praying for the brother-in-law of a dear, dear friend of mine, 
and I realized that I need a host of prayer warriors to join me. And then 
I realized I knew just where to find them-on this email list of friends 
who have incredibly sustained me through a miraculous journey of continued 
life thus far. I truly feel like it has been YOUR prayers, not mine! that 
have sustained me (though I try to join you in as much belief for healing 
and continued life with my children as I can-and I pray for my unbelief 
and despair too, when I hit those times). Anyway, I was just praying for a 
seemingly "impossible" situation and then realized that my situation has 
looked "impossible" and yet I am still alive. And then I remembered 
another experience from this last December 23rd. Bear with me as I try to 
explain it.  
 
        One of my hardiest prayer warrior friends called me to ask whether 
I would join her at City of Hope, a nearby cancer hospital, to pray for a 
16 year old boy, Andy, the brother of her familys devoted babysitter, 
Amanda. I said yes and joined a group of about 8 other folks who had 
cancer battles of various sorts of their own. Feelings of both sadness and 
wonder poured over me as I walked down the halls where two years earlier I 
had received radiation and a prognosis to "just try to make it to the next 
holiday." We couldnt even go into the ICU together to pray for Andy 
because his condition was so fragile (in a coma, leg recently amputated 
due to cancer, cancer had spread throughout his lungs). His sister and 
mother came out to the ICU waiting room to meet us. We decided to let them 
"stand in" for Andy-we would pray over them as they represented Andy, like 
my friend Gail and perhaps others of you back East and beyond have don! e 
for me. His sister tearfully explained his current health situation-"the 



doctors say there is no hope." She went on to explain that "they would 
have just let him go already, except he is so young that they are going to 
try one more last kind of chemo." We prayed, with tears streaming down all 
of our eyes, with Amanda wiping away the tears on her mothers face. And 
then later we went in, quietly two by two, to pray with Andy. He was 
gorgeous-a husky, blonde 16 year old athletic boy-looked like an 
angel-lying there, cold and sweaty, in a coma, with cancer throughout his 
lungs. We prayed for him. As the potentially irritating beepers in the ICU 
went "beep-beep-beep; pause; beep-beep-beep; pause," I sensed God saying 
along with the beeps "for my glory; pause; for my glory; pause; for my 
glory"-similar to my pastors words from John 11 to me the day after I was 
diagnosed with the metastasis. And so this motley crew of cancer "victims" 
called together by my dear praying friend Nancy prayed for one more 
"cancer person" younger and more striking in physique and youthfulness 
than any of us.The family told us that they didnt have any "religion," but 
they were certainly willing to have us gather around them that day; and we 
were all touched with a Christmas memory that will last for years to come.  
 
        Just last month I received a call from Andys mother. I was soooo 
glad to hear from her. "How is he doing?" I cautiously asked (I knew he 
hadnt died, but how was he really doing?). "Hes doing great-almost all the 
cancer is gone-except one spot that will be surgically removed. The 
doctors are amazed! Hes back to being with friends, plans to walk and hike 
again (prosthetics are moving along). Hes living and planning to live for 
a long time! Thank you for being there on the worst day of my life." A 
miracle! I felt it-in Andys cold clammy skin two days before Christmas; in 
my spirit as we prayed for him; in my heart as it leapt for joy as his 
mother talked to me 6 months later. And I have felt the miracle in my own 
body-barely rolling out of City of Hope in a wheelchair over 2 years ago, 
and now fishing with my 5 year old son by the lake and rolling 10 year old 
Lauras hair into hair wraps. Still with cancer through my bones and chemo 
through my organs-but hope through my spirit and prayer poured through 
all. Actually, it was in the moment that Andys mother described the 
experience of incredible piles of goodness being poured into their home 
these last months that I had the picture (from my last email) of tragedy 
and suffering being like a lightning rod that courts a pouring forth of 
kindness and comfort as well.  
 
        So-as I was feeling rather grim about my dear friend Dougs 
brother-in-law, these images came pouring back to me. If my dear friends 
and their friends have prayed this diligently and "effectively" (whatever 
that means) for me over all these years, surely we can pray for Sam 
similarly. You see my dear friend Doug has a wonderful sister Patty (the 
one in his family that has really come through for him in difficult times, 
including when his mother died of breast cancer when he was a teenager). 
Quite a number of years ago she was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis and 
has battled with it ever since. And then quite a number of years ago, her 
two sons (who are now teenagers) were diagnosed with a severe form of 
Tourettes disorder. But there was one physically hearty family member 
still-their father, Sam. Well, just this month, Sam has been diagnosed 
with an inoperable brain tumor. It is moving fast, and functioning is 



falling off fast. This family desperately needs their father for more 
years of growing and "launching" in the world. It may look hopeless, but 
then my situation and Andys situation also looked hopeless. And you all 
and others prayed. And Andy and I are still here-in better form than 
anyone expected-except for those of you with incredible faith far beyond 
mine. So-I ask you-could you please pray for Sam, and Patty, and their 
boys, John and Ben, and for my dear friend Doug. Pray whatever you feel 
led-but use this internet as a form of a prayer circle like that one in 
the City of Hope ICU.  
 
        And please could you also pray for my dear friend Kaneeza? She is 
the one whose letter about supporting "the trooper" was sent on to you 
after my last cancer downturn this spring. Well she is now in an extremely 
difficult battle with cancer herself, in her shoulder, foot, and other 
bones. She also dearly needs the powerful, loving circle of prayer that 
she boldly asked you to provide for me just months ago.  
 
        And thank you again for your prayer and support of me. You have 
taught me the healing, and interpersonally bonding and hope renewing, 
power of prayer. My Nature Camp friend of teen years, Walter Mehring, 
wrote me over a year ago about a dream he had. He was in the middle of a 
huge ocean of prayer rolling my way. May those waves keep rolling, as the 
salty ocean water seems inevitably to do-and may it roll on to Sam and 
Kaneeza this day and in the days to come. And thanks for the waves that 
keep coming this way as well.  
 
Love,  
Beth 
    
 
 
7 November 2002 
 
Dear Family and Friends: 
 
  Greetings from the Brokaw household! Thank you sooooo much for all your prayers and support 
for me and for my friends with cancer whom I mentioned in my last email. We are all on fairly 
tortuous and difficult roller coaster rides with cancer, but the sense of "buoying" that your prayers 
and kindnesses provide are more powerful than you can know unless you’ve been on this end of 
the prayer chain. Actually I am doing pretty well at the moment. I hit a scare in September, with 
severe aches and a re-staging with multiple scans, but the scans showed that the chemo is keeping 
the cancer in check at the moment, so I am enjoying a tired but stable cancer ride at the moment. 
Last week I got a pretty nasty lung congestion (bug induced) but am on the mend with that. 
Meanwhile, Andy, the 16 year old boy I described praying for at City of Hope, has had a set 
back—with cancer spreading to his brain, but chemo and radiation are holding it somewhat at the 
moment. Sam, my friend Doug’s brother-in-law, with "inoperable" brain cancer, has just come 
through surgery fairly smoothly and is preparing for chemotherapy. The fact that doctors in 
another part of the country could indeed operate and do it successfully is a miraculous answer to 
prayer in itself. He and his family still have an uphill battle, fighting the remaining cancer and 
managing a family with multiple needs, but I am so grateful for your prayers that have 
surrounded this family. My friend, Kaneeza, also has good news and bad news to report. The 



cancer in her arm is spreading, but the cancer in her foot is holding steady—the exact site where 
she was prayed for in a powerful way recently. And as long as I am giving you the cancer 
battlefield report, could you please also pray for my friend, Don? He and I were both at Philhaven 
Hospital during the time of the Three Mile Island nuclear disaster (we were in the potential 
evacuation zone but stayed to continue working at the hospital)!  Last year he had his leg 
amputated due to bone cancer, and just last week he had another surgery to remove a new site of 
cancer growth in the other leg. As I write about all these cancer battles among my friends and me, 
I can feel great despair. Why not just stop "fighting" and give in to the ultimate "rest" we all will 
assume some day before too long? Why spend all this time and money on expensive cancer 
treatments that merely prolong our lives and potentially our suffering for a few more months or 
years? Well, I’m sure lots of folks do arrive at that place some time along this cancer journey. But 
none of us described in that email are there yet. As my friend Kaneeza just offered me, by way of 
a quote by C. Stuhl Mueller, "HOPE can and will come from the least suspected quarters, whether 
in the secret corners of our own hearts or of others." We're all still deeply attached to loved ones 
still on earth who need and want us to be around for awhile longer, and we desperately want to be 
with them awhile longer too. And this is a part of our life’s journey, perhaps one of the most 
powerful and fruitful parts, and so we continue the journey from dust to dust, in the hands of a 
loving God who knows that we are but dust and therefore loves us tenderly and dearly (Psalm 
103). "We get up. We walk. We fall down. Meanwhile, we keep dancing," as the Hillel quote 
goes.  
 
    And dancing we have been doing in the Brokaw household. Well, not actual dancing—I never 
was good at that even when my bones were in good shape. But David and I just had a real date—
to have dinner and see a play at his college; our family just went to see a real live wild west rodeo 
with awesome cowboys who rode real live bucking broncos; we just had a family drive into the 
mountains to "apple country," where city slickers from Los Angeles actually pay extra to pick 
apples from real trees; we finally rose from our energy depleted places to throw a grand belated 
birthday party for Nathan, giving us the chance to meet the families in his new kindergarten class; 
and I've had a chance to share my story at a Sunday morning class at my church—it is with the 
senior citizens at our church, as well as other ages who join us, and it has been such a treat and 
pleasure to connect with them. (Actually, if any of you are interested, there are tapes of the talks 
available through Pasadena Covenant Church, 539 N. Lake Ave., Pasadena, CA 91101.) So—life 
goes on, and it is very good.  
 
    I trust that life is good, amidst the battles and the peace times, in your family and your 
workplace as well. I've been pretty wasted at times these last months and have sorely neglected 
any correspondence. But just know that if you don't hear from me, it’s probably because I've 
decided just to lie on my bed and listen to a favorite CD (Conversations and All Right Here by 
Sara Groves, Home by Fernando Ortega, and Legacy by Amy Grant are my favorites at the 
moment) in lieu of doing what I "should" do. So, just pick up one of those CDs I mentioned and 
we can have a cosmic moment of connection as we listen to music together. (By the way, part of 
my "dancing" these last months included going to a concert by Sara Groves, a wonderfully 
genuine communicator and mother to boot, and hearing Anne LaMott speak—an incredibly 
funny, authentic writer and speaker. If you read her books, we'll be cosmically connecting too.) 
Sometimes that sounds better than returning phone calls and letters these days. So be patient with 
me—but know that I still love to connect when my extroversion kicks back in between chemo 
treatments. I think I'm a bit burned out from letting everyone know how I am doing. Oh for the 
good old days when I could just focus on everyone else. Psychology is not a bad profession—and 
I miss it quite a lot. Of course, as my homemaker mother always said, "Why, I use my 
psychology every day [on my children and myself]." So, I'm still using my psychology and 
theology—just in a more personal way to manage this "cancer battle" and to navigate the good 



and bad parts of the journey. Thanks for walking that journey with David, Laura, Nathan, and me. 
And have a nice fall (may that refer to your season and not your plight in life).  
 
Love, Beth 
    
 
 
27 March 2003 
 
Dear Family and Friends: 
 Well, I’m overdue for sending an update, and an SOS for prayer as I hit a wall with 
chemo and desperately hope for one last new hormone to stem the tide of the cancer I am battling.  
But to be honest, I am so gripped by the horrors of this current war in Iraq that it’s hard to really 
muster much energy to ask for prayers about my cancer battle. As I look at the faces of POW’s in 
Iraq and the children of Iraq who have been maimed and killed, I consider the battle I have with 
cancer a mere blip on the scale of ferocious battles.  A friend just quoted me the phrase-“If all of 
our troubles were hung on a line, you would take yours and I would take mine.”  Believe it or not, 
I am quoting this simple little saying to myself today, because I realize that I still have two 
healthy children, and a wonderfully non-narcissistic, extremely giving husband in the midst of 
this cancer battle.  And at least I have rations and people who care about me and the freedom to 
complain about it all.  Sooo-I still think I would choose my life if I had the choosing to do today.  
But----last month was a different story.  I hit the wall with the fatigue and depression of being on 
almost continuous chemo for over three years-my body was leaden, I couldn’t muster the energy 
to clean the dishes in my sink much less do anything meaningful with my life despite the fact that 
in the face of cancer my mind occasionally has the idea of using my life in a significant relational 
way.  So, three weeks ago, after a consultation between David and me and my oncologist , my 
doctor decided to give me a “chemo holiday” and try one last new hormone in the hopes that it 
would frighten the cancer to death and give me some new life.  Actually right now I am feeling 
all the bone aches returning (not a good sign for this hormone to be working)-but it’s possible that 
it just takes more time to work.  So-my latest specific prayer request is for this hormone 
(faslodex) to STOP the cancer and give me some relief from the chemo.  As I see pictures from 
the front lines, I feel so overwhelmed with the horrors of what the people on both sides of this 
war are going through.  And I feel so powerless to help.  I know many of you may have felt the 
same in this cancer battle and other homefront battles of all sorts.  But know that I have not 
experienced you as powerless.  Instead, I have felt the unbelievable power of community and 
prayer in rallying around a family in distress.  On some days that I told no one how miserable I 
felt, I have felt a wave of relief so clear that I had to document it in my journal--and later I would 
learn that someone was specifically praying for me.  In a class this last Sunday morning at 
church, we felt very powerless to help the soldiers in Iraq-and yet unable to think or talk of much 
else if we were genuine in our ramblings.  So we had various members of the class “stand in” 
(actually it was a “sit in”) for different people who were on our hearts-a former Marine sat in “the 
chair” as we circled around, laid hands on him, and prayed for the POW’s and American soldiers;  
an Iranian American stood in for the Iraqi soldiers, many of whom have been wrested into the 
army with their family members at gun point;  others stood in for the international community, 
for the women and children of Iraq, for the leaders in this process who literally have the weight of 
the world on their shoulders. . .  It was a powerful time.  I trust the soldiers and others have felt 
the power of God’s Spirit upon them in their hours of need as people around the world must be 
praying such a multitude of prayers that God must be unleashing His Spirit--despite the fact that it 
appears He is absent when the dear sons, and daughters, of devoted parents on both sides are 
being killed before our television-glued eyes this week.   



 Anyway-I know so many of you have stood in for me in covert and overt operations of 
prayer for me.  Thank you, thank you for your prayers, and for your birthday greetings as well! 
     Love, Beth  
 
P. S.  The verse that keeps coming to me at this time in history is one that came to me as I first 
faced the battle with cancer.  I realized that while chemo, radiation, and healthy foods might all 
offer effective “equipment” to fight this battle, really whether I became one of the statistics on 
one side of the battle or the other depended ultimately on a greater power-the Lord who remains 
full of “unfailing love” despite the horrors faced in this world and despite the gripping fact that 
not everyone who is prayed for is rescued during this earthly life.  Here’s the verse: 
 
 
No king is saved by the size of his army; 
no warrior escapes by his great strength. 
A horse is a vain hope for deliverance; 
despite all its great strength it cannot save. 
 
BUT THE EYES OF THE LORD ARE ON THOSE WHO FEAR HIM, 
 
ON THOSE WHOSE HOPE IS IN HIS UNFAILING LOVE, 
 
to deliver them from death and keep them alive in famine. 
We WAIT IN HOPE for the Lord; 
He is our help and our shield. 
In him our hearts rejoice, 
For we trust in his holy name. 
 
May your UNFAILING LOVE rest upon us, O Lord, 
Even as we put our HOPE in YOU. 
 
Psalm 33: 16-22 
    
 
 
6 October 2003 

Dear Family and Friends:     

    Well, I thought it was time to send out another update to all of you wonderful praying and 
caring friends—to let you know that your prayers are working above and beyond what most of us 
might have imagined four years ago. I am miraculously still responding quite well to this new 
hormone, faslodex—my tumor markers are lower than ever, my energy is higher than in a long 
time (as is my weight—steroids, chemo, lack of exercise due to bone fragility, and general 
indulgence in the face of loss all have filled me up beyond what I expected as well—isn’t it nice 
to be concerned about my weight as much as my life status?!—you know I must be experiencing 
some normalcy again). Anyway—what can I say? I feel like Hezekiah in Isaiah 38, who after 
"rolling up his life off the loom, like a weaver" found himself still living, as prayers and God’s 
amazing goodness reversed his death sentence. "What can I say? He has spoken to me, and He 
himself has done this. I will walk humbly all my years because of this anguish of my soul. . . . 
You let me live. . . .the grave cannot praise you, death cannot sing your praise. . . the living, the 
living—they praise you, as I am doing today; fathers [and mothers] tell their children about your 



faithfulness." So—I’m still living at this point, and grateful to be alive. We’ll just see how long 
this hormone can hold the cancer—8 months? 2 years? Longer? Who knows? On my last visit to 
my oncologist, we sat down and had a relaxed chat. "So what are you doing with your life these 
days?" he said to me. I looked at him almost numbly, a bit taken off guard by the question. "Just 
trying to survive the gross effects of the years of chemo I’ve had and trying not to think about the 
cancer still in my bones every day," I said to him--in my mind. But that next week, I kept 
pondering that question in less brash and more contemplative style. "What am I doing with my 
life?" I wondered. And of course to the forefront of whatever brain I have left leapt my children 
and my husband. Living to be a mother and wife, respectively, to them. That’s what I’m doing. 
I’m actually cooking, so to speak, for my family again. I’ve reorganized the kitchen shelf of 
tupperware containers that always seem to be missing their lids (sounds like me at times). I’ve 
replaced the dilapidated seat on our bathroom toilet. And I’ve gotten my children back into school 
with decent clothes on their backs and pencils, even sharpened, in their new backpacks. I’m 
helping navigate a beautiful young woman through pre-teen ups and downs and all arounds. And 
I threw balls back and forth to Nathan over 100 times last night! That’s what I’m doing with my 
life. Whew—I’m tired again.  

    But—I also have been praying about whatever else God might have up the sleeves of His 
powerful, loving arms for me. And so I wait—with open sleeves and open heart for however else 
He might use this life He has saved for the moment (if any of you would like me to speak to 
groups of yours, try me out—I just might say yes). Doors have opened for me to co-lead a 
spiritual direction group at church each Sunday morning. And I will be participating in a number 
of friends’ midlife weddings which undoubtedly will be filled with glorious gratefulness. And my 
twin sister, Anne, and I are going to be leading a retreat in Houston this October 24-26, sharing 
some of the struggles and lessons of our cancer journey together so far. (If any of you happen to 
be interested in joining us at this lovely retreat center for the weekend, email my sister Laura and 
she will fill you in on the details.) And we may just get to slip back to Virginia for Thanksgiving 
to give my little-now-big 7 year old Nathan a taste of the family deer hunting tradition since he 
has been prayed into school with a Mommy who wants to keep family traditions rolling. So—life 
is full, and I am grateful to be able to juggle it with a bit more dexterity at the moment.  

    I might add that we had some lovely times of visiting with family this summer. And Laura 
enjoyed her first try at the "Nature Camp" that I enjoyed so much as camper and counselor in my 
summer teen years. David is plugging away at Azusa Pacific University, shooting for his 
advanced practitioner exam, applying a clinical grant for offering support to college ministry 
majors, and teaching his famous psychopathology course that includes curious stories from his 
colorful dating history and other interesting relational experiences (he promises he is wise and 
discreet with his marital stories). 

    We do hope that each of you is falling into fall in a graceful way and that your tupperware lids, 
mental lids, and spiritual caps are well enough in place to keep you walking in fruitful ways in the 
days at hand. Thanks again for all your prayer and care.  

                                                        Love,  

                                                        Beth   



 
15 December 2003 

Dear Family and Friends: 

    Advent greetings to you! The Brokaw family is surviving, and doing quite well actually. We 
have had a lively fall and hope for a quiet but celebratory Christmas here in California. We are 
sooo grateful for all of you praying, caring, faithful, fun people in our lives. As I was reflecting 
on Advent this year and on some of the things God seems to be doing in our neighborhood and 
around the world, I wrote a little "essay" about some of our experiences. I would guess that many 
of you are much too busy in this season to wade through a several page piece, but if you have a 
sleepless night or want to test your ability to focus on something during this season of rushing, 
feel free to open the Advent attachment connected with this email. And peace, peace, peace to 
you, for at least a few moments a week, during this time of celebrating the King of Peace.  

Love, 
Beth 

 

A SHABBY ADVENT 
 

 I don’t know about you, but for me my advent season seems to always be one of paradox.  
Right during the weeks when Christ’s PEACE is suppose to be most present in my heart in 
keeping with the church calendar and the spiritual celebration we are preparing for, my heart, and 
body, and family system, are the least at peace. Well, I do try to be at peace, at times.  In still 
quiet moments late at night, when I light candles in my dark living room and the children have 
finally actually dozed into deep sleep and yet I have not slipped unintentionally into deep sleep 
before the house is cleaned up, I do have moments of peace.  Moments, I said.  And that doesn’t 
mean special spiritual moments that are so powerful that they seem like hours.  No, they are just 
bits and pieces of time that feel like moments because they are way too short amidst the busy 
days.   
 It was on one of those busy days, the day after Advent had begun, that I was rushing 
home from a visit with my oncologist.  I needed to slip into my condo to check on my one child at 
home before I went to pick up my other child who was still at school.   I careened into my 
driveway, threw my car into park, and rushed towards the elevator to my condo.  As I was doing 
so, I noticed my neighbor driving by the elevator.  I waved to him and went over to his car—I 
was wondering how he was doing--we had curiously “bumped into each other” by the elevator 
the week before, shortly after I had gone for new scans of the breast cancer in my bones and just 
hours after he and his wife had received the alarming diagnosis that his prostate cancer had 
metastasized to his skull and spine.  He rolled down his window.  “How are you doing?” I asked.  
“Terrible,” he said.  He went on to tell me that he had had an awful nightmare that night.  “The 
deep horrible feeling I had from the dream was that I was ALL ALONE, Beth.  It was one of the 
worst feelings I’ve ever had.  It was awful.”  He told me a bit more.  I felt the heaviness, I knew 
the feeling on some level—the feeling that even though everybody conveys their sympathy about 
my cancer, bottom line, I am the one who has to go through the MRI’s by myself and walk that 
final walk to death alone.  We are birthed alone, unless one happens to have the good fortune of 
being an identical twin like me, and we die alone—even though I hope that my twin and others 
will try to be my side in the process.  Aloneness—a deep nightmare.  I knew, and yet I didn’t 
know—everyone’s deepest darkest feelings are theirs to experience alone—that was the point of 



the nightmare.  So I commiserated with him.  And I felt compelled to gently hold his hand.  
“Marlin, we are on this cancer journey together.  For some reason we ‘ran into’ each other last 
week, and now we’re doing it again.  You took me to radiation four years ago when I was in a 
wheelchair with little hope for successful treatment of my metastasized cancer.  You put in this 
elevator as one of the most wonderful signs of concrete caring I received during that time.  We 
are together in this cancer journey, Marlin.”  We talked for a few moments more—and those were 
moments that later felt like hours because they were so powerful.  And then I sped on my way to 
tend to my children.   
 That night I felt powerfully compelled to pray for Marlin—it wasn’t kindness or 
obligatory spirituality.  It was compulsion.  It would have been spiritual treason not to pray.  And 
so I prayed.  And then two days later, as I was praying further, I felt compelled to call him.  We 
talked for a long time.  It felt like an even longer time—like when spiritual moments and hours 
are multiplied.  We talked further about his dream, and he graced me with the vulnerability and 
friendship to tell me the details of his dreadful yet powerful dream.  “Beth, I was soooo all alone.  
It was weird.  I was in a place with lots of family members, waiting to board a plane for a 
vacation with them.  And yet no one was talking to me!  I was with so many people who knew me 
and yet I felt so all alone.  Then it came time to board the plane.  Even as I was seated on the 
plane, no one talked with me.  I still felt alone.  And then when we landed, I was expecting a five 
star hotel.  But, Beth, it was so SHABBY!  I can’t tell you how shabby it was.  It was such a 
disappointment.  But I do remember one last part of the dream—there was a body of water and a 
vague figure swimming in it, saying, ‘Come on in, the water is WONDERFUL!”  That seemed to 
be the only positive part of the dream.   
 I listened to the dream.  I could relate to his feeling all alone in a crowd of people.  
“Sometimes this cancer journey can seem so weird, Marlin.  We’re surrounded by people who 
care, but sometimes they don’t communicate it.  It’s as if they’re afraid to mention the C word 
(for cancer).  They don’t know if we want to or can talk about it—or whether they want to or can 
talk about it.  So often we talk about the weather or the pies we made or what is happening to dear 
Aunt Sally.  It’s like an elephant in our living room—like they say of alcoholism.  So big and yet 
no one says anything.  Maybe it’s like that with your friends or family since your diagnosis.”  
“Yeah!” he said.  “I play tennis with a group of friends every week, and NO ONE says anything 
about my cancer.  It’s weird.”   
 We went on to talk about different parts of the dream, which of course could have many 
different layers of meaning and impact, for him and for me.  The water was actually a rather 
beautiful image at the end.  We live by a lake together, so we could relate.  And literally on some 
lovely summer days, we have bid each other to “come on in” when the water is wonderful 
(though sometimes it’s yucky with algae and duck poop and big ugly catfish)—but on other days 
it is so utterly gorgeous with a lovely waterfall, set beneath dark purple mountains, and quite 
often experienced amidst warm sunny days, given that the scene is set in southern California.  We 
sensed together that the water might just be the communion of friends who “get it” on some level, 
the kingdom of God—not just at death but in life as well—bidding us to come join them in the 
wonderful fellowship of connection.  Yes, sometimes relationships are filled with duck poop and 
ugly catfish ready to scare us, but often the water is pretty wonderful—and much better than 
unspoken, weird and grippingly awful aloneness, which is even worse when felt in a crowd of 
people.   
 It was actually pretty wonderful, in a strange way, talking about the dream and both of 
our metastasized cancers that haunt us and about our need for connection and communication and 
understanding amidst our deep fears and anxieties about death and life and in between.  I was 
deeply touched by my neighbor and his dream and his openness in sharing WITH me in such a 
personal way.  We were bonded at new levels that week.  It didn’t matter that I was a middle-
aged, mother of two younger children and he was an older, tennis-playing, organized man who 



was a number of years my senior.  We were pals that day and beyond, in the water of dreams and 
sharing and cancer and facing tough things together.   
 That week I was haunted by that dream.  Haunted in a good way, actually.  It was so 
powerful—so clear in its picture of both aloneness and togetherness.  Such a picture of the 
kingdom of God and God’s vague but clear call in our lives.   
 At my contemplative prayer group the next Sunday, we meditated on I Corinthians 12:1-
11—in good “lectio divina” style—quietly listening for God to prompt our hearts and gently 
speak to us as we listened to His word in several readings of the passage sandwiched between 
silent, prayerful times.  As people briefly shared their experiences after the readings, over and 
over again people mentioned gratefulness for community and connection and a sense that God’s 
gifts given to us at Christmas and beyond are offered for the common good.  It doesn’t matter so 
much what specific gifts each of us has—the point is that they are given to all of us for the 
common good.  As we prayed one more time together to sense what God was speaking to us 
corporately, as a larger group, Marlin’s prayer kept coming clearly to my mind.  I was sooo 
grateful for the water of fellowship with others.  “Come on in—the water is WONDERFUL,” 
God seemed to be saying to me.   
 And so as we shared what God was bringing to mind for each of us in that prayer group, I 
briefly shared the dream and a bit of my experience of the week.  Afterwards, on the way out, a 
woman came by and simply whispered to me—“The manger was really shabby.”  Ohhh—yes—
the images in the dream were falling into even clearer place for me at that moment.  Everyone 
waiting for the messiah was expecting a royal king, with power and money and fine clothes and a 
grand kingdom here on earth.  And what did he do but show up in a very shabby manger with 
smelly shepherds and cow poop and cold and straw.  Surprised everyone—with the shabbiness of 
his entourage—and with the power of the fellowship He ultimately brought to earth.  Connection 
that went even beyond death.  Now that was a bigger surprise than the manger.  An appearance 
worse than we ever imagined and yet ultimately better than we ever imagined.  A God who was 
willing to be so SHABBY with us and yet offer us such WONDERFUL relationship with Him 
and other people in our walk with Him. As I walked out of church that Sunday, another woman 
timidly came up to me and said—“I rarely share things like this, but I felt so compelled to tell you 
that the figure in the water is Jesus.  That’s all I could think about throughout the whole church 
service.”  That’s funny.  That’s all I could think about too.   
 This morning I rushed out to read my paper, given the fact that there was big news in the 
air.  “Hussein Captured,” the humongous headline read—the print was so big, they couldn’t even 
fit in a verb.  But the article was filled with action verbs.  This bigger than life leader of Iraq who 
was imagined to be capable of slipping out of any difficulty like an invincible Houdini was found 
quite bedraggled, disoriented, and very shabby.  One article went on to say that some of the Iraqis 
couldn’t even believe that this extremely powerful leader of their Arab kingdom was found in 
such a disheveled state.  In many ways we want to believe that our greatest political and spiritual 
leaders are royal, invincible, capable of warding off any enemy threats.  And it is a blow to us to 
see them in a humble, ‘vinsible,” human, shabby states.  We just don’t imagine the president of 
the United States in ragged pajamas needing to pee (sorry—see—it feels offensive, doesn’t it?).  
And yet we all experience shabby states more often than we wish.  And God was willing to join 
us in the shabbiest, most rejected state of all.   
 Not the leader the world was expecting.  No five star hotels to house him or protect him.  
No grand vacation for God.  And yet the water in the manger was wonderful.  The light of the 
star, the praise of the shepherds, the gifts of the wise men, and the quiet amazement in Mary’s 
and Joseph’s hearts were more powerful than any aloneness they may have felt on their journey to 
Bethlehem.   
 My neighbor’s dream seemed to be sent for me as well as for him.  His worst nightmare 
turned into a powerful Advent gift of connection for both of us, perhaps even hinting at the story 
of the cross and resurrection in that manger baby’s later life.  As I talked further with him this 



week, I realized that the dream literally came to him on the first day of Advent.  Quite a strange 
and powerfully paradoxical reminder of the meaning of the season.  Advent isn’t over.  I am still 
waiting—for the King, for me to learn a bit more peace this season, for my parenting to be a bit 
more reflective of Christ’s calm, wise nature (it’s a long wait).  And yet I think God has already 
given me my best Christmas gift.  One of swimming in the wonderful water of shared suffering, 
and shared JOY.  One of feeling strangely and deeply connected as two cancer patients with 
different identifying data face death and LIFE together.  No matter how shabby your vacations or 
marriages or cars are this year, I wish you the Christmas surprise of some unexpected and yet 
wonderful water of connection, with God and His shabby human followers this Christmas and 
beyond.   
 
      Beth Fletcher Brokaw 
      December 15, 2003 
 
Valentine’s Day 2004 
 
Dear Family and Friends: 
 Greetings from California!  I am extremely happy to report that my health is holding up 
remarkably well these days.  Miraculously I am still responding well to the new hormone, 
faslodex (an estrogen blocker), which I started receiving last year at this time.  So that means I 
have been off chemo for a year now!  This fall I kept waiting for the shoe to drop and for the 
hormone to stop working (as happened with the other hormones I tried;  often hormones work for 
a number of months, or years, and then the cancer breaks through again)—but the latest scans in 
November showed that the pains I was having were not due to a cancer flare.  This new miracle 
drug is continuing to work at this point—as are all your many incredibly faithful and bold 
prayers.   Now I am trying to bring some sense of order to my household, mind, and relationships 
that lost most semblances of control and well greased functioning during the years of energy 
defying, side-effect producing chemos.  Fortunately while I have been wasted on chemos, my 
children’s development has continued to move forward at the parenting books’ predicted pace 
(with ups, downs, good and bad—and endearing character traits that make dealing with any of the 
difficulties well worth it on the days I am thinking straight).  Laura has jumped into almost full 
blown adolescent being—thus I am becoming dumber every day, and she is becoming more “with 
it” every week.  She’s managing junior high in quite an organized and hip fashion (OK, I know 
“hip” is not “hip” anymore—but I really don’t want to use valley girl speak).  Nathan is becoming 
a basketball whiz and lover.  And when there is no one else to play with, he can be heard reading 
his books aloud in smoother and smoother fashion.  David is plugging away at Azusa Pacific 
University—which, by the way, was just featured in an article on Christian education in the 
February 2 issue of Time—take a look.   
 And I am getting ready to go on a trip with my sisters to------ 
Israel!  Well—if you prayed me to be alive, I can’t let good opportunities for adventure pass me 
by, can I?  Plus, what’s more risky—living with metastasized cancer or traveling to the Middle 
East?  I don’t know the answer to that question either.  But, through a series of amazing 
connections that seem to have God’s fingerprints clearly on them, I am planning to go for a week 
mission trip to Israel March 28-April 4.  I will be visiting a prayer center in Tel Aviv, helping 
with outreach to Jewish and Arab children in Jerusalem and beyond, and soaking in the sights of 
the Holy land in as contemplative a fashion as I can without missing out on too much of the 
action of the tour.  My two sisters and I are going with a group of about ten other people, with a 
mission group called Christian Cross Cultural Ministries.  The group is hoping to bring medicine, 
clothing, and other supplies to the people they are ministering to and would love any support 
anyone out there would be willing to offer.  If you feel prompted to contribute to the supplies for 



this trip, please send support to Christian Cross Cultural Ministries (please note that it is for the 
trip Beth Brokaw is on;  the address is P. O. Box 50756, Pasadena, CA   91115-0756).   
 Meanwhile, our family is celebrating the celebration of the day—which is Valentine’s 
Day.  Now for those of you who are languishing without sufficient romantic attention this day, be 
encouraged to know that the origins of this holiday are based on a type of love that goes beyond 
human romance.  While the holiday celebrates all types of delightful human connections, it also 
celebrates the romance between God and His people that John Eldridge talks about in his book, 
The Sacred Romance.  So I send deep and mushy Valentine love to all of you, and also send you 
one story of the beginnings of Valentine’s Day (there are a number that can be found) that started 
with none other than a healing miracle and outreach of a jailed Christian to the jailer’s daughter.   
 Thanks always and ever for your prayers and care for our whole family.  We need them 
constantly, if not to battle active cancer then to handle daily life skirmishes—and to actually use 
our saved lives for constructive purposes.  Hope you’re constructing something lovely in your life 
as well.   
      Love, 
      Beth  
 
Apparently, there are several stories of how Valentine’s Day began—but most honor a wonderful 
man named Valentinus: 
 

The story of Valentine’s Day begins in the third century with an oppressive Roman 
emperor and a humble Christian martyr.  The emperor was Claudius II.  The Christian was 
Valentinus.  Claudius had ordered all Romans to worship twelve gods, and he had made it a crime 
punishable by death to associate with Christians.  But Valentinus was dedicated to the ideals of 
Christ, and not even the threat of death could keep him from practicing his beliefs.  Claudius also 
was eager to have a big army and was concerned that not enough men were volunteering to fight 
his battles.  So he decided not to allow any more marriages, suspecting that the young men's 
connections to their loves and families were making them reluctant to sign up for the armed 
forces.  But Valentinus, a priest, was not willing to participate in this crazy process.  So he 
secretly continued marrying couples.  For his resistance to Claudius, both in following Christ and 
continuing to perform marriages, he was arrested and imprisoned. 
 During the last weeks of Valentinus’s life, a remarkable thing happened.  Seeing that he 
was a man of learning, the jailer asked whether his daughter, Julia, might be brought to 
Valentinus for lessons.  She had been blind since birth.  Julia was a pretty young girl with a quick 
mind.  Valentinus read stories of Rome’s history to her.  He described the world of nature to her.  
He taught her arithmetic and told her about God.  She saw the world through his eyes, trusted in 
his wisdom, and found comfort in his quiet strength. 
 “Valentinus, does God really hear our prayers?”  Julia said one day. 
 “Yes, my child, He hears each one,” he replied. 
 “Do you know what I pray for every morning and every night?  I pray that I might see.  I 
want so much to see everything you’ve told me about!” 
 “God does what is best for us if we will only believe in Him,” Valentinus said. 
 “Oh, Valentinus, I do believe,” Julia said intensely, “I do.”  She knelt and grasped his 
hand. 
 They sat quietly together, each praying.  Suddenly there was a brilliant light in the prison 
cell.  Radiant, Julia screamed, “Valentinus, I can see!  I can see!” 
 “Praise be to God!”  Valentinus exclaimed, and he knelt in prayer. 
 On the eve of his death, Valentinus wrote a last note to Julia, urging her to stay close to 
God, and he signed it “From Your Valentine.”  His sentence was carried out the next day, 
February 14, 270 A.D., near a gate that was later named Porta Valentini in his memory.  He was 
buried at what is now the Church of Praxedes in Rome.  It is said that Julia herself planted a pink 



blossomed almond tree near his grave.  Today, the almond tree remains a symbol of abiding love 
and friendship.  On each February 14, St. Valentine’s Day, messages of affection, love and 
devotion are exchanged around the world (and perhaps tonight we’ll light a Valentine candle and 
remember the brilliant light that shines in cells and free homes throughout history and the world).    
 
 
March 26, 2004 
 
Dear Family & Friends, 
  
Thank you so much for your flurry of birthday greetings and prayers. Thank you also for your 
incredible support for our upcoming trip to Israel.  My sisters and I are still planning on leaving 
on Sunday, March 28 through April 4 to visit the Holy Land.  As most of you may realize, this 
past week has been a tumultuous one in Palestine, enough so that many of our group have 
dropped out.  But after much thought and prayer, we feel very compelled to go forward with this 
mission, along with the capable four staff members who will be leading us.  We would very much 
appreciate your intense prayers for us over this time, as it seems there are some powerful 
experiences before us.  We wait to see what God is doing.  Blessings to each and every one of 
you. 
  
Love,  
Beth 
 
 
April 6, 2004 
 
Dear Family and Friends: 
 
 Shalom!  My sisters and I are back safely from an amazing trip to Israel.  Thank you so 
much for your powerful prayers and support of all types!  It’s hard to know where to begin in 
describing all that was packed into the last week.  I’ll try giving you just a few “bullets” (can you 
tell I’ve been in a country on high alert?) about the trip: 
 
--I am very, very grateful to be living in a country that is relatively SAFE from nearby invaders 
and to be living with a husband who is emotionally SAFE to be with—on our trip to Israel, all 
went well, and yet my gut was clearly aware of the hyper-vigilance required to live in a country 
threatened by terrorism from within and without.  Of course Americans in the U.S. also live with 
the threat of terrorism, but the degree of safety and freedom we experience without even knowing 
it is a gift I hope I will not take for granted again.   
 
--As I visited the towns by the Sea of Galilee where Jesus ministered, I was struck by what a 
small piece of geography he touched and yet how far and deep His life and death and life have 
gone.  I was aware that God wants us to humbly be the vessels for His life-giving Spirit wherever 
we are—no need to try to expand our spiritual or psychological territory in active or self-
promoting ways—just a humble living out of His life in us is the most powerful way for Him to 
be glorified here and beyond, however He wishes.   
 
--As I looked at the place where Jesus multiplied the fishes and loaves of bread, I was keenly 
struck by how wonderfully He haas multiplied my days and the resources for fighting this cancer.  
When I was first diagnosed with the metastasis, my pastor offered to me the story of the fishes 
and bread—four years later I am tasting of the multiplying he sensed in prayer for me that week.  



And at the Church of Tabgha (the sight of the miracle), I was aware of God’s desire to keep the 
spiritual care and growth multiplying in my life and in the lives around me.  Just take what bread 
we have, break it, pray for God to give us “enough” and to multiply it for those around us, and 
then watch as a little bit of spiritual and physical food feeds hundreds which feeds thousands 
which feeds millions.  Quite an exponential effect of the Spirit, I would say.  I pray that even as 
this letter goes out, there would be a multiplying of our Israel experience far beyond the little 
group that literally touched down on the soil by the Sea of Galilee. 
 
--The Western Wall was one of the most holy sites I have ever visited.  It is the last piece 
remaining of the temple mount.  The Jewish people would sacrifice their lives for this holy site—
in fact, while we were there, an alert was sounded for Israeli reserves to come immediately to the 
wall to defend it against Palestinians throwing rocks there.  Would we so quickly and with one 
accord rise to defend our holy sites, be they relational or geographical?  I also was struck by how 
helpful it was to have a tangible wall to touch as I prayed for many of you in what seems to be the 
center of the world--Jerusalem.  Somehow I was able to focus more clearly and touch via prayer 
both your hearts and God’s heart a bit more intensely standing with other pilgrims praying psalms 
and prayers of intercession by that wall. There are little slips of paper with prayers for many of 
you stuck in that wall—and doing so helped stick those prayers in my heart as well.  God works 
in very concrete as well as abstract ways as He calls us to spiritual devotion and maturity. 
 
--The most riveting times of the trip were when I made interpersonal mistakes.  Liiving with 
others day in and day out within a rather tense international setting made my weaknesses show up 
in fluorescent color.  I won’t enumerate here (since one of my weaknesses still not fully cracked 
is wanting to look good all the time).  At the garden tomb, the wise British guide told us that “It is 
finished” means “paid, settled in full.”  In the days of Jesus, if someone owed a debt, a bill would 
be nailed to the person’s door, and when it was paid, the note was folded, labeled with the 
Hebrew word interpreted “It is finished,” and nailed once again to the door.  I became quite aware 
of the parts of my personality that rub others the wrong way and literally can be sins before them 
and God.  And yet I became acutely aware of Jesus’ payment for my debt as well.  On the last day 
of our trip, as we arrived back at the hotel in Tel Aviv, we “happened” to arrive just as a bright 
red sun was setting over the Mediterranean.  My sisters and I broke into song—“From the rising 
of the sun to the going down of the same, the name of the Lord shall be praised”—and deep in my 
heart I heard again the words, “It is finished.”  The official part of the trip was finished;  I was 
aware that I was “finished” in terms of being exhausted;  and I was aware that Jesus had visited 
me in a powerfully personal way to wash my sins clean as I had visited the land where He 
walked.   
 
 Well, those are just a few bullets from the trip.  The main message is to thank you for 
your prayers and care, and to let you know we are SAFE, in deeper ways than we originally 
realized we needed to be.    
 
      Love, 
      Beth 
 
 
September 9, 2004 
  
Dear Family and Friends: 
            Well, it’s been quite a few months since you heard from me.  Summer is over and Laura 
and Nathan return to school next week-so I’m getting a few moments to reflect on the past 
months.  First off, I want to deeply thank everyone who prayed for me and my sisters and 



supported us as we plunged into an incredibly inspiring trip to Jerusalem this spring.  Praying in 
the Garden of Gethsemane and then looking up at the gates of Jerusalem, dipping my feet and 
soul into the Jordan River and having God stir hearts in our little tour group,  looking out over the 
city of Jerusalem on Palm Sunday and praying for the Middle East, singing Christian songs of 
yesteryear together in taxi-cabs and along the Mediterranean--these were life-changing moments 
for me in the heart of the Holy Land.  God worked in event after event while we were there, and 
left me sensing that He was doing a healing work in my body and soul.  In fact, right after I 
returned, my tumor markers plunged to their lowest level ever-into the normal range.  My doctor 
was deeply moved by the stories and stones I brought back for him from the Western Wall-and by 
my improved health.   
            I planned a full summer of playing with Laura and Nathan, visiting with family back in 
Virginia, and enjoying “normal” life.  The day before I left California to go back East for summer 
vacation, I got the results of my six month CT scans and MRIs.  There was a lesion on my liver, 
“consistent with metastatic cancer.”  My heart sank.  But I had to pack up Laura for camp, get 
Nathan squared away at home, hop on a plane and keep going.  I dropped Laura off at Nature 
Camp, the camp my sisters and I loved throughout our teenage years.  And then I took another 
plane to Newark, where I planned to meet my sisters for-yes, you guessed it-another sisters 
adventure (I used to feel delighted to tell you about these adventures, since they have kept me 
going through this cancer journey-but I am now feeling a bit guilty that I am getting to do so 
many special things with all this attention and the opportunities afforded by my sisters-oh well, I 
can get over it quickly-there, I’m fine.)  So, while my daughter was at camp, my sisters and I 
headed to Iona-a beautiful island at the northern tip of Scotland, where an incredible ecumenical 
Christian community is centered.  There I was able to blubber about my liver, cry, laugh, and 
pray with my sisters, and then proceed to have a most awesome time of spiritual pilgrimage!  We 
spent a number of days pretty much quietly praying and writing, with singing in between.  I 
cannot say enough how vital such quiet getaways with spiritual sisters are for my sanity and 
spiritual stability.  I am turning 50 this next year and am struck by the idea of the year of Jubilee.  
I know many of my fellow mid-lifers are bummed out about remembering, much less 
“celebrating,” turning 50.  But for me-it is truly a year of JUBILEE.  By this time in my life, I can 
wear comfortable shifts without worrying about whether I look cute;  I’ve made many of the 
crucial life-determining decisions in my life (mate, career, hair color) and have survived;  and I 
have survived California earthquakes, cancer, and now having a teenage child.  So it is time to 
celebrate and feel FREE, not miserable about the dipping of my hormones, beauty, brains, or 
energy.  And one way I recommend that all my mid-life friends celebrate is by taking some 
spiritual pilgrimage somewhere with someone who loves you and God.  The busier you are, the 
more highly I recommend it.   
            Anyway-that pilgrimage saved me from plummeting into a depression and a month of 
worry about my liver and my life (I needed to wait until I returned to pursue follow up tests).  We 
carried on with a family visit with parents and cousins on both David’s side and my side of our 
family.  I even jetskied (very carefully) at Smith Mountain Lake.  (You have to live NOW while 
you’re alive-that’s my current motto.)  David and the children loved the jetskiing too!  It brought 
back all our best water memories from childhood and beyond-and created new ones for all of us.  
Laura loved nature camp, but has become quite a trendy California city girl during the rest of the 
year.  Nathan’s active, buoyant spirit soared with constant play with cousins.  
            And when we returned to California for follow-up testing of my liver, a curious thing 
happened.  I was lying on the guerney in the ultrasound room.  The tech kept moving the wand 
over and over my liver, pushing buttons, peering at her screen, looking concerned.  She slipped 
out to consult with a radiologist.  She returned and kept scanning my liver further.  “Is there a 
problem?” I asked.  “Well-I just can’t find a thing on your liver!” she said.  After the head tech 
and another radiologist tried their best to find something wrong with my liver, they just shook 
their heads and said that there just wasn’t anything there.  It was a wonderful relief-another 



healing answer to prayers.   Of course the next week, I found out that my tumor markers were 
significantly up (not a good sign at all)!  The rollercoaster of the cancer journey continues-follow 
up testing will show what awaits me next in terms of medical treatment.  But I am sooooo 
grateful for all of your prayers through this ride.  And I am amazed that I am writing you almost 
five years after I was diagnosed with a body filled with cancer and very little hope filling the 
charts of my medical records.  So-keep praying.  I now need to survive parenting a beautiful, 
feisty teenage daughter, and a busy, extroverted 8 year old son!  How can Laura feel free to push 
up against me in her teen years if I am a fragile cancer mom?  She needs a sturdy mom to berate 
for limited fashion sense and old fashion ideas.  
            Anyway, I am grateful for another number of exciting months in the life of the Brokaw 
family, and for all your love and support and prayers over all these years.  David is steady as a 
rock and is amazingly healthy-he has thoroughly enjoyed working out this past year and looks 
younger than ever.  David and I look about as different in our experience with the aging process 
as John and Elizabeth Kerry.  Oh well-we’re still well matched in other ways that count more.  I 
won’t venture any further into politics in this letter.  But I will add that I have thoroughly enjoyed 
watching the Olympics for the last weeks-seeing the countries of the world compete in a way that 
is constructive and inspiring (for the most part).  My favorite moment was watching a fellow twin 
compete for the men’s all around gymnastics medal.  After Paul Hamm fell right into the judges 
table, he kept a determined look on his face-and went on to complete two incredible performances 
in his final two events.  After being quite surprised to be declared the Olympic gold medalist, he 
spontaneously said to his television interviewer-“I guess what they told me long ago is really 
true-never give up!”  That was one of the key values passed on to me by my paternal grandfather 
who was a track coach and an Olympic hurdler in Stockholm, Sweden.  “Never give up,” he said 
to my father who said that to me.  So-that’s the saying from the Olympics, my grandfather, and 
Galatians 6:9 that I am holding onto as I wait for the news of my next tumor markers (Nathan 
also throws this back to me when I want to stop playing soccer, football, or anything else active 
with him-be careful what you pass on to your children!)  In the meantime, I am going to start 
celebrating my Jubilee year a bit early-you know you have to prepare for big events-the Olympic 
athletes reminded me of that.  And you have to deal with whatever bumps and conflict come in 
the meantime (which Paul Hamm faced all too quickly after his peak performance).   
            May your coming fall be into life rather than into any judges’ table.   
  
                                                                        Love,  
                                                                        Beth  
  
P. S.  Days after I wrote this and right before I sent it, I heard from my doctor that my tumor 
markers are way up-I need to go back on hard-hitting chemo very quickly.  I wasn’t wanting this 
type of bump after my peak of “normal life” on hormones-but here we go.  Please pray that our 
family can all handle this once again, that the cancer would be blasted by the chemo, and that the 
side-effects would be limited.  The rollercoaster rolls on-but I need to face firmly at one steady 
object-like in Lamaze-I think that focus will be on the gates of Jerusalem-and the God of 
Jerusalem and the world.   
 
 
September 29, 2004 
 
Dear Family and Friends: 
 Well I was really dreading dipping from the role of healthy cancer survivor to wasted 
chemo recipient this month.  But your circle of prayers around me have convinced me that being 
the weak link in a dear circle of friends is quite a special place to be-and that God can keep 
working in and through me in this shape as well as in more vigorous shape.  Somehow, my 



vitality and usefulness is so important to me-and wasted wimpiness on chemo frustrates me so.  
But here I go into a season of more fallowness and yet perhaps deeper fruitfulness-we shall see.   
 Last Friday I started a tough new chemotherapy regimen of cisplatin and gemzar, in an 
attempt to knock out whatever new cancer growth is emerging in my body.  As I finished the 
infusion and went on to meet with my doctor, we had quite an amazing conversation.  I was teary-
undone by a conversation with a fellow chemo patient who is failing on this same chemo regimen 
that I am beginning.  My doctor was kind and encouraging-“Beth, each cancer is different; each 
patient is different.  I have strong hopes for you.”  He only had a few minutes, because he was 
leaving early that day to celebrate Yom Kippur.  “Beth, do you know what I am taking with me to 
Yom Kippur?  I am taking the stone that you brought me from near the Western Wall.  I am 
lifting you up before God on this Yom Kippur.”  As I inquired further, he explained this holiest 
day in the Jewish year-where Jews form little houses of God under their prayer shawls and pursue 
serious self-examination and prayers for atonement.  It seemed to be no accident that I was 
entering this period of difficult treatment on this special Day of Atonement.  Perhaps it is a time 
for further self-examination of myself, a time for a different layer of new life in my soul, a time 
for deeper spiritual connection with my doctor.  I proceeded to talk with him about a passage in 
Numbers 21 that God had seemed to be giving me this past month in preparation for this new 
difficult phase of treatment.  Last month I had been listening to a CD by Michael Card and been 
deeply struck by one song, “Lift up the Suffering Symbol.”  It was referring to the strange story 
of the Israelites grumbling in the wilderness, then being bitten by poisonous snakes, and then 
begging for mercy from God.  God did not take the snakes away from them.  Rather, He told 
Moses to take a pole and put a bronze serpent on it-“tell the people to look up at the serpent on 
the pole, and they will live.”  Quite a bizarre story.  Quite a foreshadowing of Christ being lifted 
up on a pole.  Quite a curious image that is used even today as a current medical symbol-a pole 
with a serpent on it.  As I was listening to that song last month, I asked God to show me what was 
my “suffering symbol.”  As I meditated further, He seemed to bring to my mind a chemo pole 
with the poisonous drip on it.  Oh-I was not to shirk away from facing more difficult treatment.  
No-I needed to face into the difficulty, with God behind and through and in the process.  No more 
grumbling.  Look up, walk through the difficulties, and be made whole.  It seemed to be a way 
God was preparing me for what was ahead.  I was shocked that I was telling my doctor about this 
bizarre little story-and yet it linked to his work as an oncologist.  He had been talking about how 
difficult it is for an oncologist to make these tough decisions-to recommend such a difficult 
treatment scenario for a patient he cares about.  I understood.  I appreciated his tough and 
decisive approach.  I felt God had prepared me for it.  And he seemed transfixed by this image of 
the suffering symbol.  We clicked in a curiously holy moment.  The new nurse who had entered 
the room part way through our conversation stood amazed as well.  “My arms are tingling; 
something spiritual just went on,” she said.  Yes-somehow in a tough chemotherapy talk on Yom 
Kippur, God entered that little medical office and made Himself known in an incredibly mystical 
and yet tangible way.   Connections with God, with oncologists, with friends-they help us make it 
through the tough times.  And I am grateful for your prayers and presence in this journey.  Your 
prayers made that medical encounter come alive.  Your prayers are sustaining me as I feel the 
wasted aftereffects of chemo several days later.  And I even think it was some of your specific 
prayers that helped squeeze out some unique mother-daughter moments of connection for us the 
weekend after chemo.  
Please keep praying for my mind to keep some semblance of coherence-the drugs turn it to mush 
and sap my energy, which is difficult for me to tolerate.  And pray for the chemo to work hard on 
the cancer but not too miserably on the rest of my body.  The anti-nausea drugs are working well-
so I have no terrible GI problems yet.  But I feel weak and spacey-low white and red blood cells 
and platelets. This is a long journey.  
 I cannot tell you how powerfully I felt encircled by your prayers last week.  It was one of 
the hardest and yet best of times.  Strange but true.  As I have realized how amazing this joining 



of prayer forces around someone is, I have a desire to include someone else in this prayer circle 
this year.  At the very time that my twin sister has been so kindly supporting me through this 
cancer journey, her husband, David, has just taken a position with the State Department in 
Afghanistan.  He has left his position as an executive with Continental Airlines to work as the 
director of transportation and infrastructure development in Afghanistan-a sense of calling he felt 
as he turned 50 and felt compelled to give his life to service not just entrepreneurial success.  
Quite a huge step for him and his family.  He left for Afghanistan in September and will be there 
for approximately a year-coming back to see his family every few months.  Would you be willing 
to encircle him and my sister and their three sons (ages 14, 18, and 22) in your prayers this year?  
In fact, I am hoping we can develop a prayer chain throughout the week for him-if you want to 
sign up for a certain day and time, just contact my twin sister Anne at afgrizzle@mindspring.com.     
 It’s a new year-in school, in this current treatment course, in the Jewish calendar, in my 
sister’s family, and in your family in some way as well.  Let us circle up and join forces as we 
push into challenging political times, medical times, and family times-and thank you for keeping 
me going through this wasteland of chemo and of strange stories and side-effects.   
     Love,  

Beth  
  
 
 
December 24, 2004 
 
Dear Family and Friends: 
 
            Merry Christmas to each of you! Thank you so much for your prayers and wonderful 
pieces of support to our family these last few months!  David is plugging away at Azusa Pacific 
University, doing a fine job training graduate psychology students and remaining a devoted Dad 
and sometimes Mr. Mom depending on the family needs of the week.  He turned 50 this fall, with 
grace and a few personal celebrations.  Laura is leaping into adolescence with a fashion flair—
and we are trying to wisely navigate these new waters.  She is doing quite well in school, 
managing the demands in a responsible, organized fashion.  Nathan continues to be our little man 
with colorful personality and an extreme social bent—he has attended more friends’ birthday 
parties this fall than I think I attended in all of my childhood.  He just started karate this fall and 
won the top achiever award in his first belt testing session.  He’s stoked.  I have been trying to 
maintain some sense of normalcy amidst pretty grueling chemotherapy treatments this fall.  It’s 
been a little easier having talks with Laura than throwing squishy balls with Nathan—but both are 
demanding and rewarding in different ways for me as I try to be an effective mother.  The meals 
and housework have shown particular slippage in the last month—but then they never were my 
most successful endeavors in life.  I have particularly enjoyed our intentional spiritual formation 
group at church and keeping up with friends as I am able.  My two sisters and I were able to lead 
a retreat in Houston, Texas this fall and were powerfully moved by the relational experiences of 
that weekend.  I have been quite fatigued during the latest round of chemo, so most of the 
packages or cards I wished to send out are still in my mind rather than at the post office.  Today, 
rather than scurrying around pulling together a few packages, I thought I would write about a 
Christmas experience I had last weekend.  It’s a number of pages—so don’t read it now in the 
midst of your scurrying.  Just print it out, if you happen to be interested, and read it in a quiet 
moment of the holiday season (if you find one!).  Here’s wishing you moments—a few here and 
there—where somehow the Prince of Peace invades your everyday relationships with people and 
convinces you and them that He is real. 
                                                                                            Love, 
                                                    Beth 



 
CHRISTMAS GIFTS FOR AND FROM GOD 

Beth Fletcher Brokaw 
Christmas 2004 

 
 For this Christmas, I am back on a hard hitting chemotherapy.  It is awful.  Right when I 
need lots of energy to multi-task like a proper maternal CEO of a package-sending, cookie-
baking, carol-singing family, I feel like a skunk that just got run over on a busy highway.  The 
stinking refers to chemo smells.  The “run over” refers to how laid low in bed and in energy I 
feel.  I remember a few years ago when I was also complaining about low energy—related to low 
red blood cells.  My son asked me what red blood cells were.  I told him they were the little cells 
in our blood stream that give us lots of energy.  He turned a few wheels in his brain and piped up, 
“Mommy—I must have a LOT of red blood cells!”  Yes, that seemed like a logical conclusion.  
And it seems he still has lots of red blood cells for celebrating this red-themed Christmas as well.  
Oh for a scientific discovery of how to transfuse some of my active son’s cells into my chemo-
weary blood stream.  For now, I have to be satisfied with other pretty amazing scientific 
discoveries of medicines that help bolster mine.   
 Last weekend my red and white blood cells were extremely low—so low that I couldn’t 
get the hit of chemo I was suppose to get, and so low that I dared not attempt to attend the four 
different holiday social events that all landed on that weekend.  So while everyone else partied 
away, I lay in bed.  At first I bemoaned missing everything.  Then I suddenly realized that I didn’t 
have to fully miss every event.  Maybe I could pray through some of them as they were 
happening.  In fact, my presence would probably be felt and appreciated more that way than if I 
had hauled myself out in a bedraggled, grumpy, over-done Christmas state.  It turned out to be a 
pretty nice way to attend some non-attended functions.  One of the events I really missed going to 
was my Sunday morning small group.  I actually had an Advent idea I was hoping to share with 
the group.  As I had been making my Christmas list—of people I appreciate and which gifts to 
send to them—I realized that the same exercise might apply to God.  I thought it might be a 
worthwhile spiritual exercise to quietly pray and consider what God wanted me to give Him this 
Christmas, and what He might want to give to me.  Since I wasn’t able to attend, much less lead, 
that Advent group, I thought I might as well lead myself in that exercise.  So on that Sunday 
morning as I continued to rest in bed, I quietly lay in silence before God, asking Him what He 
might want to give me.  Somehow, being the human that I am, I asked for my present first!  I was 
quite aware that this weekend was a very low weekend, not just because my white and red blood 
cells had plummeted to the bottom of the ocean but because my cancer tumor markers had also 
skyrocketed up 29 points.  The nurse on Friday had indicated that the yucky chemo I was 
enduring for the sake of cancer treatment was doing a real number on my body but not on the 
cancer.  Not good news.  Not something encouraging to ponder as I had hours of “all-of-a-
sudden-free” time in my bed.  But as I lay there in silence before God, waiting for Him to hand 
me a Christmas gift from Him, I sensed He had a gift ready for me.  He handed it to me, in my 
mind.  And as I opened it, I heard Him saying (in my mind, that is—I do not hear actual words 
from Gabriel)—HEALING—“My gift to you is healing.”  That was it—no other words—just 
healing—no explanation of whether it was on this side of heaven or the other side, no explanation 
of whether it would be through a new chemo or other medicine or some supernatural miracle.  
Just healing.  And that was all I really needed or wanted this Christmas.  Healing.  Thank you, 
Lord.  However you give me that gift, I will receive it with an utterly excited and grateful heart.  
Not until you get really, really sick do you realize why older people often say that all they really 
want for Christmas is their health.  Now I “get it,” in two ways, that is.   
 And then I went on to ask the Lord what I might give Him this Christmas.  I waited.  It 
was quiet.  Nothing popped into my mind or my heart (except a number of distractions—ever 
available in quiet spiritual times).  I waited.  Nothing came.  I rested.  I wondered.  Oh well, I’d 



try checking it out with God a bit later.  I didn’t have to know today—there were 12 more days 
before Christmas.  So I went on to pray for a number of other people.  My one friend kept coming 
to my mind.  We were in somewhat similar straits.  She has two young children and has been 
diagnosed with metastasized ovarian cancer.  She is a wonderful, wonderful person.  And her 
children are adorable.  And they need her desperately.  I was trying to pray for her the way she 
has so diligently and boldly prayed for me over these past five years with metastasized breast 
cancer—in some ways it gives me a chance to experience the other end of this type of 
spiritual/physical battle of a mother with cancer.  These last few months I have been pounding the 
throne of God, begging for God to heal her and spare her and her husband and children.  But 
today as I began to pray for her, I sensed that ten more minutes of knocking on heaven’s door 
wouldn’t necessarily change the cosmic outcome.  Instead, I sensed that I was to wait quietly and 
listen, rather than beg and rant, at God.  As I waited quietly, what came to my mind were the 
words that came to me the very first time I prayed for her after I had first heard news that 
something bad was going on in her body.  As I had prayed for her then, I had asked God for a 
word, a sense of what in the world He was doing.  All I sensed was that there was a bad swirling 
mass in her body (which later was diagnosed as cancer) and that God wanted to “spare her life.”  
Now I don’t necessarily trust what comes to my mind in prayer as a clear word from the real God 
above and within our lives.  I wasn’t sure.  But it surely seemed clear in my heart that day.  And 
so I had kept and pondered those words in my heart over these last months of praying for her, as 
her situation actually has become progressively dire.  It is really dire this Christmas—she is on 
the last available chemo, with cancer and pain sweeping back through her body.  I kept 
wondering whether and how God might “spare her.” 
 I felt compelled to search the Scriptures further about this.  So I began by looking for 
passages about “sparing.”  The first and key one I found was in Romans 8:31—“What, then, shall 
we say in response to this?  If God is for us, who can be against us?  He who did not SPARE his 
own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all 
things?. . . Who shall separate us from the love of Christ?  Shall trouble or hardship or 
persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword?  As it is written:  ‘For your sake we face 
death all day long; we are considered as sheep to be slaughtered.’ . . . For I am convinced that 
neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any 
powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from 
the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”  Wow.  That was a powerful verse to read at this 
moment of personal chagrin for my friend and myself in a cancer battle with young children 
before us.   
 I moved on to Psalm 44, which was referenced in that Romans verse—“Yet for your sake 
we face death all day long . . . Rise up and help us;  redeem us because of your unfailing love.”  
And then I looked back to the first part of the psalm—“Our fathers have told us what you did in 
their days . . . with your hand you drove out the nations and planted our fathers. . . It was not by 
their sword that they won the land, nor did their arm bring them victory; it was your right hand, 
your arm, and the light of your face, for you loved them.”   I was reminded once again that in 
our battles with cancer or with other more outward terrorists, ultimately it is God, not the chemo 
or other medical or metal swords, that at core saves the day.  Ultimately we rest and rely on 
God’s “unfailing love.”   
 And yet I am quite aware that many of the Christians in Paul’s day were not spared from 
persecution or death—even if persecution or death did not separate them ultimately from the love 
of God.  And I am aware that many American mothers in this day and age are not spared from 
death by cancer.  I moved on to another verse about “sparing”—Genesis 22:16.  God was 
responding to Abraham after he had been willing to offer his only son, Isaac, as a burnt offering 
on Mount Moriah.  God responded to Abraham—“because you have done this and have not 
withheld your son, your only son, I will surely bless you and make your descendants as numerous 
as the stars in the sky. . .”  I swirled that story around in my heart.  How could God ask a father to 



put his son on an altar and burn him?  How could Abraham follow and trust God through that 
process?  I don’t quite get it.  I don’t think I could do that.  I thought back to my recent trip to 
Jerusalem.  It was then that I first realized that the most holy site in the world, the one that Jews 
and Muslims and Christians continue to vie for because it is so special, is the very site described 
in this ancient verse in Genesis—Mount Moriah—the temple mount, where the Jewish temple 
was rebuilt, where the current Dome of the Rock mosque is built, where the devil took Jesus to 
tempt him right before His incredible ministry in Galilee and beyond.  Somehow this historic 
story about Abraham and Isaac was quite real for me that day.  Abraham did not spare his only 
son; God did not spare His only son.  Would God spare my friend Julie since He has already paid 
the price of His own son?  Or would He require Julie to face into the hardest of sacrifices to offer 
to God—that of letting go of our own children?  I sensed that God was pushing Julie to offer her 
children to God in new, challenging ways—in the face of a ravaging cancer in her body, in the 
face of multiple, bold, faithful requests for healing. 
 And then before I could ponder one second more about my friend, it was as if God was 
now ready to speak to me about what gift He wanted me to give Him this Christmas.  It was my 
two children—Laura and Nathan.  He wanted me to give them to Him.  No, He didn’t want me to 
march up the mountains behind my home and put them on a burning altar.  But He did want me to 
loosen my clinging, desperate mother’s grip on their lives as I desperately begged Him for more 
time with them.  And He also wanted me to give up my guilt about how I have let them down 
these last years as I have been a wasted, grumpy, desperate chemo/cancer mom (not the greatest 
role model or calm, cheerful parenting presence one could wish for two young children).  I 
remembered back to a pivotal time of healing prayer I experienced earlier this year just before I 
traveled to Jerusalem.  The woman praying for me asked me what was on my heart.  I said that 
my two children were deeply on my heart.  “How do you picture yourself holding them?” she 
asked.  “I’m gripping them very, very tightly,” I said.  She then asked me to picture Jesus with 
me.  “Could you hand them to Jesus?” she asked.  I could.  I did, in my mind.  “How is He 
holding them?” she asked.  “Firmly, but gently,” I said.  She then said that Jesus wanted to give 
them back to me—but He wanted me to hold them how He was holding them.  In my mind and 
my heart, I received them back from Jesus--but my hold on them was different—I was able to 
tenderly love them and yet not squeeze too hard out of fear or guilt or frustration.  It was a 
powerful moment of prayer for me this spring. 
 And now here at Christmas time, God was giving me a similar message.  What I held 
most dear was what He wanted me to give Him this Christmas.  Not my time, or my wallet, or my 
singing voice (not that He wouldn’t wish for me to offer those to Him too).  No—for Christmas 
this year, on the top of His wish list were Nathan and Laura.  He wanted me to give them back to 
Him.  Hadn’t we gone through this many times before, God?  Yes—and yet this was another, 
deeper time of giving my children to Him in new ways—as I faced a cancer downturn again, as 
my daughter jumped into adolescence with a delight that would frighten any California mother, as 
my son emerged with new questions about life and death, I needed to relinquish Laura and 
Nathan to a better parent than I.  And so I offered my children to God—as best I could in that 
quiet non-functioning day that became the heart of Christmas for me in my spirit.  It was as if 
God and I were having a Christmas gift exchange—He was giving me His Son, the ultimate 
healer and redeemer, for Christmas, and I was giving Him my son and daughter.  These were no 
white elephant gifts; they were the best of what each of us had to give the other.    
The next day as I sat in my oncologist’s office, he told me something quite amazing.  The very 
last set of cancer markers taken three days earlier, just to give one final confirmation that the 
cancer was flaring and the chemo was not working—had jumped down 20 points (in the healing 
direction).  He sensed that perhaps there was healing going on in my body—enough so, that he 
ordered more bone and body scans for the weeks before and after Christmas.  And if those scans 
showed some stability and healing, he would plan to put me on a new hormone after Christmas 
(an easy-on-the-body hormone rather than a horrendously ravaging new chemo).  Hum.  



“Healing, I’m giving you healing for Christmas,” I remember sensing from God the day before.  I 
wonder what this all means.  I handed my Jewish doctor something I had brought him from 
Jerusalem, as a gift for the days of Hanukkah we were celebrating that week.  It was a picture of 
the sun glowing over the Western Wall—the only remaining part of the wall which had 
surrounded the temple on Mount Moriah.  He glowed.  He and the nurse and I stared at the 
picture—“That is where the Jews come to pray, and there is the mosque of the Muslims, and over 
there are the actual Stations of the Cross in Jerusalem,” he pointed out.  He noted how hard it is to 
find peace in Jerusalem (with all that vying for the mountain where the ultimate sacrifice of 
Abraham’s only Son—and near where the sacrifice of God’s only Son--had been made).  I noted 
that actually it is quite amazing how the Jews and Muslims and Christians in Old Jerusalem today 
work and play and live together in a fair amount of daily harmony, despite news reports of the 
conflicts that do erupt.  Part of what I wrote on the back of his picture was, “I think this is a 
picture of a sunrise of HOPE, but perhaps it is a picture of a sunset ushering in a Shabbat rest.  
Either way, it is shining light on that most amazing temple site in Jerusalem.”  Yes, it seemed that 
during this most weary Christmas/chemo time, God was shining His light of hope and rest on my 
experience of the harried season, on my prayers and pleas for His sparing my friend, and on my 
own sense of healing and of how He wants me to hold and release my children before Him in the 
New Year ahead. As Zechariah proclaimed in the days of Jesus’ birth in that first Christmas 
season, “the dayspring from on high has visited us, to give light to those who sit in darkness and 
in the shadow of death, and to guide our feet into the way of peace.”   Happy Hanukkah and 
Merry Christmas!   
 
 
 
      February 23, 2005 
 
Dear Family and Friends: 
 Both New Year’s Day and Valentine’s Day have passed without your hearing a word 
from me, even though I am delighted to be viewing a new year and love sending love on 
Valentine’s Day.  First, let me say thank you for all your renewed prayers on my behalf.  As my 
last Christmas email hinted with hope—my oncologist did indeed switch me from that energy-
sapping, bone-marrow-blasting chemotherapy to another estrogen blocking hormone in the 
beginning of January.  My body scans still showed “activity” in my bones, especially one “hot 
spot” in the middle of my back—but that was not enough to deter my doctor from offering me a 
treatment that would infuse hope back in my bones by virtue of reducing treatment side effects 
considerably.  It takes a few months of waiting to see if the hormone “works” at staving off the 
cancer—but the preliminary tumor markers are lower than on the chemo and are holding at that 
lower level.  Yeah!  Another respite from this battle is before me, I do hope! 
 That’s the good news.  However, no sooner had I begun recovering my strength than that 
strength was needed for another terrible trauma.  On Friday, January 21st, my dear friend and 
office colleague, Randy Sorenson, had a massive heart failure and died.  I arrived at the office 
shortly after the paramedics had rushed him to the hospital.  I sped to the Emergency Room, only 
to find that he had already died, and to find my dear friend and prayer partner, Anita Sorenson, 
his wife, grieving deeply with her two dear teenage daughters.  It was unbelievably sad and 
shocking.  Anita had been the maid of honor in our wedding, had brought delicious food and 
graded stacks of papers for me when I was diagnosed with cancer 12 years ago, and had been 
walking with me along this journey of milking life and yet facing death with metastasized cancer 
over the last five years.  How could her beloved 51 year old husband--the one who had brought 
the news of my metastasis to fellow Rosemead faculty members 5 years ago, the one who was 
adored and needed by their 14 year old and 16 year old daughters, a major rising star in the field 
of integrating spirituality and Christian faith with psychology—be gone?  Just like that?!  



Needless to say, it has been a deep grief and a terribly sad and unbelievable twist in our life 
journeys together.  Curiously, on the day Randy died, as I was sitting with Anita on the couch in 
her living room, crying and wondering what to do next with her, my husband David paged me 
saying my oncologist was trying to reach me.  Somehow right at that moment, my doctor had 
looked at my chart and was so pleased with my initial positive response to the new treatment that 
he decided to just pick up the phone and call me to tell me that?!  It was as if God was saying to 
me in that very moment of grief—“You are strong right now.  I now need you to help carry Anita 
and the girls through this grief.”  And so that’s what I have been trying to do, as limited as I can 
be at times.  Strangely, my emotional and even logistical preparations for my own potential death 
have helped me at times in dealing with the myriad of issues thrown our way in Randy’s death.  I 
have faced tough news for years.  Now I could face into it, rather than running away from it in my 
heart, in a time that called for someone to “BE THERE.”  Those were the words that kept coming 
to me when I tried to squeeze some morsels of truth from God in the days when words just didn’t 
flow freely.  And as I became exhausted from grief and giving, an addition to that phrase came to 
me through a dear friend in my small group at church.  “I WILL BE THERE.”  Not that I am not 
to continue to be an available friend—but when I am exhausted and spent, or my children and 
husband need me to be available to them, or when I mess up in big or little ways in my attempts 
to be helpful, God has been reminding me that no person can be always available in intuitively 
appropriate ways to another person—even though it is wonderful to attempt to reflect those 
omniscient, omnipresent qualities of God to those we love.  And so sometimes I lie emotionally 
brain dead with shock and grief on my bed, and I halfway mumble a prayer—“Oh God, be there 
for Anita and the girls and Randy’s students and clients and so many people who are grieving in 
ways we don’t even fully know.  Oh Lord, send your Spirit and your angels to minister to them in 
the cracks that are inevitably left by our inadequate human ways of helping.  BE THERE, O Lord.  
And when I regain my strength, give me wisdom to know how to BE THERE, for them, for my 
family, for even my own heart as it wonders and grieves, and for YOU.  Use my convoluted 
journey with life and death to help in this strange hour of wrestling in new ways with life and 
death.”  When I went to the memorial chapel service at Rosemead School of Psychology, I had 
the opportunity to share a bit with the students about the good-bye I said to Randy in the ER—for 
me and for them—and to encourage them to find redemptive ways to hold onto Randy and be 
motivated forward by him rather than just wrestling with how to let go of him.  It was almost 
eerie—that I was addressing the body of faculty and students I had addressed five years earlier as 
my imminent demise was upon me.  Somehow the journey of the last five years left me not only 
alive but with new places in my soul to help in this strange grief process.  Curiously, last spring, a 
colleague and myself had given a psychology continuing education seminar on handling death 
and dying in the therapy process, and we had asked Randy to be the moderator and discussant.  
How little did we know that he would be facing death so soon—and that I would be helping to 
work with a number of his clients through this process.  We do not know our days, when we will 
live and when we will die.  Clearly that is not in our control.  We just have to make the most of 
our living days, and be as honest in our dying days as our personal and spiritual resources allow.     
 So—that is a long way of catching you up with my journey of these last two months.  
Your prayers for my strength and life have served a broader community than we imagined as we 
begged God for more time.  Please pray for Anita and her daughters, Alden and Morgan, and for 
the many people deeply grieving the loss of Randy.  And pray for continuing strength and 
wisdom for whatever lies ahead.  We don’t know—we just know whose hands we are holding.   
Hold those hands in your reach with firmness, tenderness, and gratefulness while you have them 
to hold.  And thanks be to God that He has given us human and godly hands to hold on our 
journeys.   
 
     Love,  
     Beth   



 
 
      October 26, 2005 
 
Dear Family and Friends: 
 It’s been quite a long time since I sent an email update.  This last spring was a sweet and 
sour one.  Miraculously, the new hormone my doctor gave me WORKED!  My energy returned 
(somewhat), and my mood improved.  Yet, in the midst of my taste of new life, I faced the 
excruciating deaths of several friends this spring.  As I wrote in the last email I sent out, my dear 
friend, colleague, and husband of my prayer partner—Randy Sorenson—died suddenly of a 
severe heart failure in January.  It was a cruel and terrible shock—my dear prayer partner who 
had walked with me in the valley of the shadow of death was now in her own deep, dark valley of 
death. I am extremely aware of how none of us knows what the next day holds—good or bad.  
We live each day as a gift—and a challenge.  This walk through grief on the support side rather 
than the dying side was a huge paradoxical shift for me this spring.  And then a few months later, 
another dear friend who had cared for me and prayed for me with such faith, perseverance, and 
kindness also died—of a tortuous battle with ovarian cancer, leaving two beautiful, adorable little 
children the ages that Nathan and Laura were when my metastasis hit. What sadness, questioning, 
shock, angst many of us have faced here this year. 
 Then in June, I had a scare of new cancer pains.  Scans were inconclusive;  I relaxed and 
kept going.  And then in August, the tumor markers began a march of incline.   
That is when I hit a new dark low in this journey.  I think that the grief of the spring came rolling 
out of my soul in all sorts of ways as I faced my own threat of death once again.  Somehow I 
couldn’t call forth the hopeful, bold, heroic spirit of determination and confidence in God’s 
protective, healing powers and love this time around.  Randy was gone.  Julie was gone.  Why 
shouldn’t I be gone?  Would I be gone soon?  Who was I to think God had given me words of  
hope and healing?  Didn’t Julie think that too?  Was I just in denial, as many a psychologist might 
hint?  And then the waiting seemed interminable this time around—for new tumor marker results, 
for new blood tests when others were lost, for my doctor to call after being away at a crucial time. 
Waiting.  Waiting.  For word about whether I was living or dying, it seemed.  I don’t like that 
kind of waiting, and I don’t do it well.   
 In the midst of this dark time, something happened.  On the drive down to my 
oncologist’s office, curiously my cell phone rang (even though I don’t use it for incoming calls).  
It was a prayer sister from Texas.  Gee—it was as if God called right down into my darkness.  In 
the waiting room, I vaguely threw up a prayer to God, “Lord, please let me see my doctor 
today—just for a moment—I need to see him” (he is my stabilizing force;  my “good father” 
through this journey; but the staff had told me that he would be too busy to see me that day—just 
give my blood and go).  As I was getting stuck for blood—in walked my doctor—straight 
towards me, and kindly and warmly greeted me and answered all my obsessive questions about 
the new hormone treatment he had decided to put me on.  A second touch of God.  The next day, 
after working in Pasadena some, I drove home—but my car veered up towards the mountains 
first—for a few moments of “getaway” time.  As I sat in the mountains, I perfunctorily decided to 
open my Bible—I might as well continue reading where I had left off several weeks earlier—why 
not?  It was a tedious part in the Old Testament—but with a hint of God’s powerful presence.  I 
began to remember that God truly did exist and move back then—and perhaps now too.  Then I 
looked up—and gasped at what was in front of me in the California mountains.  It was . . . . . . . . .  
a full moon rise.  Now only God and my twin sister know how incredible that seemed to me.  You 
see, Anne and I hunt for full moon rises—you have to find just the right day and place and sky to 
witness such a beautiful event.  The last time we had tried to see a full moon rise, we had placed 
our chairs on the top of Bell’s Ridge on our family’s Virginia farm and waited—and waited, and 
waited.  The moon never showed up—too cloudy.  It’s hard to witness a full moon rise—try it 



sometime.  Anyway—as that huge white ball slipped up over the mountains before me, something 
shuddered deep in my soul.  I knew that was the third time God had showed up—very clearly and 
yet subtly—to remind me that He was still capable and eager to offer His light in my dark desert.  
“It’s going to be OK.”  “It’s going to be OK.”  Those were the words that came to me that night.  
No clarity re what OK meant—just OK—like Julian of Norwich’s “All shall be well.”  As that 
big white ball rose, it was as if God was even suggesting that a good dose of Him might work 
even better that a bunch of little white pills of anti-depressants (not to be knocking them, mind 
you—they are so helpful at times). And my spirits lifted.  My circumstances didn’t change.  But 
my perception of the broader picture did.  I was not alone;  God was still powerful and 
communicative;  I could keep going.  
 And so I have kept going—through more blood testing, increasing tumor markers even as 
I have taken a new hormone treatment, concerns that soon I will need to face more chemotherapy 
to try to reverse this cancer march.  I dread more chemo—it saps the “oomph” right out of me—
but I may be facing it soon.  It’s always felt like a rollercoaster journey over the past years—up 
and down, up and down, and all around.  But the new image I gained from one of the staff at my 
oncology clinic is a labyrinth—like the one Anne created on the top of Bell’s Ridge this year.  In 
and out, in and out—towards the center—towards home—here or there.   
 So those are my existential cancer musings.  So how is the Brokaw family really?  I 
mean—are we eating spaghetti dinners together regularly as a family?  No—dinners remain a 
juggling act at our home.  My mother was much better than me at faithful, diligent cooking.  How 
is school going for Laura and Nathan?  Quite nicely actually—Nathan even came home with 
straight A’s and was delighted to match his sister’s reports.  Do we have a new pet this year?  
Yes—we just got two “fancy mice”—furry, limited upkeep, actually kind of sweet (I never 
thought I’d use that word to refer to mice).  Does David still look the same after all these stressful 
years?  Yes—that is another miracle—with wispy blonde hair, muscles, and yet a tired interior.  
Have I gotten my disorganized house organized on hormone energy?  No—I think I have become 
permanently “organizationally impaired”—it should be the next study on the long term effects of 
chemotherapy—does it highlight certain problematic character traits in its recipients?  Am I doing 
anything constructive with my time?  Yes—I have led a number of retreats with my sisters in 
Texas and Houston;  I am teaching an adjunct course at Rosemead School of Psychology this 
fall—my first time to teach since the metastasis—and I love it still;  I try to write a bit when I 
have time—to cathart and document this journey I’m on.     
 Actually, the highlight of the summer was Nathan getting a chance to meet his birth 
mother and sister.  He had been asking more and more about his adoption this year and stating his 
wish to meet his birth family.  So for his ninth birthday, we had a dinner meeting with them—and 
it was amazing—quite celebratory, full of tears and laughter, Nathan posed as king for the day, 
everyone nervous at first and then quite relaxed by the end.  It has opened a whole new chapter of 
relationships for Nathan and the rest of us.  My mother’s heart is stirred and queasy in all sorts of 
ways, especially since I found out my cancer was flaring a week after we met them.  But we will 
walk this labyrinth—and there are some beautiful flowers along the way—and Nathan’s birth 
mom is one of them.  And we are grateful.   
 So—that is the long, not the short, of how the Brokaws are doing.  Thank you always for 
your faithful, bold, persistent, and creative prayers.  I would beg you one more time to pray that 
some new treatment would cream this cancer again—I have hopes of teaching Nathan to drive 
and of planning Laura’s wedding.  Long range hopes—when I am not fearing I will be the next 
quick death among our friends.  I wish you some quiet moments among the frantic pace of life, 
and a moon rise of whatever sort would touch your heart and make you know that God sees you 
this week and year ahead.   
 
     Love,  
     Beth    



 
 
 
                                                                                                                                                      
January 2006 
Dear Family and Friends: 
 
    Happy New Year to each of you!  It is actually quite a happy new year for this Brokaw family.  
We are all “up and running”-David and Laura in a literal sense, around the APU track, Nathan 
around the house and everywhere he goes, and me as a cancer patient who is still off chemo and 
on “merely” a hormone.  Nathan has taken up electric guitar for the new year and is quite pleased 
with his new pursuit.  We’re delighted for him to be finding a musical arena he is excited about, 
and we’re glad for the ear phones he purchased right after Christmas as well!  Actually, I’ve 
restrung my old acoustic guitar from teen years and am going to try to play along with him at 
times.  We’ll see how far this goes.  Laura is in the midst of deciding about high schools.  She is 
now attending a smaller private Christian school but is eager to move into the broader “real 
world” by going to public high school.  We’re hoping she’ll be able to go to a neighboring school 
that is more academically rigorous than the one in Azusa.  It’s interesting to have a teenager 
raised in California.  She is very interested in being in a school with much ethnic diversity and 
considers the highly “plain white” schools as limited in their world views. We’ll see what the 
next years bring for her.  She has a good head on her shoulders, academically and ethically, so I 
trust this will be a positive growing experience for her up ahead.  David just keeps on keeping on-
he is steady as the night is long and is extremely devoted to the children.  In the face of all my ups 
and downs, he has plowed ahead with work and parenting in consistent, committed fashion and 
seems to enjoy both, on most days.   
 
    This fall has been quite a rollercoaster, or should I say labyrinth, in terms of my health journey.  
In August, my tumor markers began to rise (not good).  The wait seemed interminable, as several 
blood samples were lost, staff were on vacation, and the cancer needed to be “watched” for 
awhile for a wise treatment decision to be made.  Curiously, after feeling much frustration with 
that waiting, I realized that the wait allowed my doctor to observe more results of a clinical trial 
drug he was planning to give me.  It turned out that the drug was not working that well for fellow 
patients-and so the delays allowed him to brainstorm and choose an alternative hormonal 
treatment for me.  In retrospect, I am grateful for those delays-but I still say, the waiting is hard!  
It’s hard, waiting for scan results or cancer numbers or for my out-of-work friend to find out 
whether he’ll find another job or for the Israelis to find out how much brain functioning, if any, 
their leader Sharon will get back after his massive stroke.  Waiting-that’s been the name of the 
game for me this fall.  After going on this alternative hormonal treatment, the initial tumor 
markers looked bad-up again.  My doctor planned for me to move onto a course of tough 
chemotherapy.  But just before the treatment date (and right after I sent out the last SOS email 
and you all started praying up a STORM), the tumor markers remarkably took a slight turn in the 
direction of health! And the scan results didn’t look too bad.  Perhaps the hormone was working?!  
I was thrilled and relieved-life on a hormone includes energy, mental functioning, and some sense 
of “normalcy,” while life on chemo is extremely difficult.  As much as any time in this cancer 
journey, I sensed that your prayers were literally pushing back this cancer.  Three weeks later, the 
markers moved up again-a turn in the labyrinth-and I entered another time of waiting, and 
questioning what in the world was going on with my body, with the cancer, with God.  Another 
two point jump in the markers and my doctor was planning to move toward chemotherapy again.  
And then right before Christmas, I received my gift of the season.  A final move of the markers 
down again-enough to give me a reprieve and hope that the combination of prayer and this 
unlikely “last ditch” hormone was giving me more time to “run around” with my family and play 



the guitar with Nathan and move into teen years with Laura.  Yeah!  Thank you for your 
faithfulness, concern, and prayers-over and over-thank you.   
 
    This fall, with the continued energy I had in my body, I was able to teach a graduate 
psychology course at Rosemead School of Psychology.  I thoroughly enjoyed being with the 
students at Rosemead again.  I also was able to co-lead two retreats, one with my two sisters in 
Houston, and one with a dear friend in northern California.  I used to dislike women’s retreats-too 
much fluff, not enough men.  But in midlife, these times of spiritual bonding and deep soul 
sharing are powerful.  God seems to come down in remarkable ways when we openly share 
regarding our difficult journeys.  This week, my sisters and I will lead another “sisters retreat,” 
called “Strength for the Journey,” in Alabama.  We’re almost on a roll-and I’m enjoying it!  Your 
prayers do more than stave off cancer!  So as I enter the New Year, I have some energy and 
enthusiasm-and great gratefulness to each and every one of you who has offered our family such 
love and support and prayers-and who has waited and watched and loved us along this long, 
winding journey.  I wish you strength as well for your journey ahead!    
  
Love,  
 Beth 
  
P.S.  I have attached a piece of writing I did as I reflected on Christmas this year.  It’s rather long, 
and somewhat “flighty” and mystical, so only some of you will probably have the time or interest 
to open it and read it.  But for those of you who might be interested in my latest spiritual musings 
and experiences, feel free to take a look. 
 
 
                                                                                                                                                       

Signs of the Times 
 

 It was a normal dark night.  Some minimum wage earners were earning their keep by 
creating keep for sheep as they had well practiced night after night.  And then in an instant, 
somehow the night, and even the days afterward, were not normal at all.  Into that normal dark 
night, suddenly there were bright lights.  Not unidentified flying objects;  rather, identified flying 
creatures.  Identified as angels, bringing light onto those hillsides and into the vales of their 
hearts.  The angels gave the shepherds a huge clue.  “This will be a SIGN to you:  You will find a 
baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger” (Luke 2:12).  That was sufficient.  Off they went 
to Bethlehem and sure enough, in that full town of people there was only one newborn baby lying 
in a feeding trough for animals in a cool, rough stable.  They found the king.  And they started 
praising God, and telling others about what in the world had happened to them and what seemed 
to be happening in that stable.  And they probably returned to their shepherding.  But they were 
never the same.  Never, I don’t think ever.  Sure, their shepherding ways may have looked the 
same.  But the hills and vales of their hearts looked different.  The terrain they traveled inside and 
out felt different, changed forever.  They had seen the king.   
 Forty days later, when Mary was finally able to offer a sacrifice for purification, 
according to Jewish laws, she and Joseph traveled a distance further to the temple in Jerusalem.  
There, as Numbers 18:29 encourages, they gave the “best and holiest part of everything given to 
them” back to the Lord--they dedicated their firstborn son to God.  There Simeon took Jesus in 
his arms and was quite overwhelmed by the Holy Spirit.  Like the shepherds, as he sensed God’s 
presence breaking in upon him in a special way, he spontaneously began praising God.  He said 
some amazing things, exciting and scary, that Mary “treasured up in her heart” for years 
afterwards.  “For my eyes have seen your salvation, which you have prepared in the sight of all 
people, a light for revelation to the Gentiles and for glory to your people Israel. . . This child is 



destined to cause the falling and rising of many in Israel, and to be a SIGN that will be spoken 
against, so that the thoughts of many hearts will be revealed.  And a sword will pierce your own 
soul too” (Luke 2:30-35).  Hard, powerful, curious, amazing words.  And there was that one word 
again—Jesus would be a SIGN of and to God the compassionate, fair Father.  The baby in a 
manger was the clue, the sign to Jesus, just like the star and Micah’s prophesy seven centuries 
earlier pointed both Herod and the magi to Bethlehem to find the Messiah king (Mt. 2:6, Mic. 
5:2).  And then Jesus was the clue, the sign to the Father.  A spiritual scavenger hunt of sorts.  
Signs pointing the way to the creator of the universe and to the lover of our souls.   
 Many years before the appearance of that manger baby on the scene, God offered other 
clues, signs of His presence from time to time.  After the huge flood in the time of Noah, He 
painted a multi-colored rainbow in the skies.  Curiously He stated that every time a rainbow 
would appear in the clouds that it would remind God of His relationship, His covenant with men 
and women.  I thought God remembered everything.  And of course He does—except those sins 
that He forgives and remembers no more when we confess them.  But somehow, even God 
decided to give Himself a reminder of that central link between Himself and humans.  Even if I 
remember every day that I am married, it’s still nice to get a note or a hug or to stare at my 
wedding band and be reminded of that crucial forever relationship in my life.  A year after I was 
diagnosed with breast cancer metastasized throughout my skeleton, I was standing on the porch 
of my eight year old daughter’s school.  I was standing there with her third grade teacher.  As we 
looked up into the sky, we both saw a double rainbow, arching right over that school.  We had 
just been commiserating about my health battles and her family struggles.  Suddenly we saw that 
eternal reminder of God’s presence, of His relationship with us, of His willingness to be merciful 
towards us.  Our struggles did not immediately lift, but our hearts did.  We will never forget that 
sign, which seemed so personal for us and yet so universal as well.   
 Gideon asked for a sign that God was actually going to do what He said He was going to 
do—save Israel out of Midian’s hand through Gideon and his seemingly weak little clan of 
Manasseh.  And God graciously offered multiple signs to Gideon, to confirm His presence and 
power with Gideon as much as to reinforce His call to Gideon to help save his people.  God sent 
fire down to consume Gideon’s sacrifice of meat and bread on a rock;  and then God was still 
willing to give Gideon the sign of wet fleece and dry ground;  and then He offered yet another 
sign of dry fleece and wet ground (Judges 6).  God is very patient, and very persuasive in His 
words and presence and intentions sometimes.  When Ahaz was “shaking like a tree in the wind” 
because he was so afraid of his enemies coming against him, God spoke to him through the 
prophet Isaiah—“It [Ahaz’s defeat] will not take place,” and yet He reminded Ahaz that “If you 
do not stand firm in your faith, you will not stand at all.”  Quite a strong word from God.  And 
then God said a curious thing.  “Ask the Lord your God for a sign, whether in the deepest depths 
or in the highest heights.”  But Ahaz refused—he said that he did not want to put the Lord to a 
test—he referred to the same verse in Deuteronomy 6:16 that Jesus referred to when Satan 
tempted him to test God.  But in this instance, curiously God was frustrated by Ahaz’s resistance 
to God’s prophetic prompting.  He wanted to give Ahaz a sign.  And so He did anyway.  Isaiah 
declared, “Will you try the patience of my God also?  Therefore the Lord himself will give you a 
sign:  The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and will call him Immanuel. . .” 
(Isaiah 7).   Some commentaries suggest that this quite likely referred to the birth of a son to 
Isaiah and his fiance in the years afterwards, and yet this also foreshadowed the birth of that baby 
in the Bethlehem manger, offering a sign to the Jews who were looking for the coming Messiah.  
A double sign, like the rainbow we saw at my daughter’s school.  God seems able to use His 
signs for multiple times and people and meanings when He chooses to do so.  Sometimes they are 
quite simple and clear—a fleece filled with dew.  Sometimes they are filled with meanings we 
may never fully realize until He comes again.  By the way—don’t you think the fleece being wet 
and then dry could mean that God can bring water in our dry times and dry relief in the flood 
seasons of our lives, as he did for Elijah when he prayed “powerfully and effectively” for no rain, 



and then later for rain (James 5:16-17)?  Everything and yet nothing in the Bible is simply 
concrete—perhaps.  
 Sometimes it seems that God delights in offering signs—occasional rainbows during or 
after our floods as a reminder of God’s covenant with Noah and his earthly creatures, weekly 
Sabbaths as a reminder of the covenant established at Mt. Sinai (Exodus 31:13), multiple signs 
for Gideon in his need for assurance before a strange battle.  And yet when Jesus was talking with 
some unbelieving Jews who were demanding signs, he refused to offer them any (obvious) signs 
at all. “This is a wicked generation.  It asks for a miraculous sign, but none will be given it except 
the sign of Jonah” (Luke 11:29).  Although God was frustrated with Ahaz because he refused to 
ask for a sign, Jesus was frustrated with those people who demanded a sign.  I guess God knows 
hearts better than we do.  He’s happy to make His presence known to us in all sorts of natural and 
supernatural ways, but He also asks us to trust Him, take leaps of faith, not need to have hand-
holding, sign-showing experiences all the time as we walk with Him.  
 On October of 1999, when I was diagnosed with metastasized breast cancer, I received no 
clear sign as to how long I had to live or what my life or non-life would look like in the months 
that followed.  I did experience God’s presence with me in a powerful, “holding” way in the dark 
night after I received that life-shattering news.  And I was also strangely and yet convincingly 
reassured in my heart that God is good, very good.  But I had to hobble through each day with no 
clear light on my prognosis, no sign as to how the battle ahead with the enemy of cancer was 
going to unfold.  
 One day in March of 2001, I was sitting in my contemplative spot at home—sitting in the 
white glider rocker in my living room, looking out at the lake in the “backyard” of my condo 
complex.  As I was pondering the universe and praying, all of a sudden a huge, white bird landed 
right on the railing in front of me.  What in the world was it?  And how could this occur in the 
middle of a big city like Los Angeles?  I stared at its long neck and white feathers.  And then it 
flew away.  I returned to some devotional reading.  And then the big white bird landed right in 
front of me again, just through the glass door to the porch.  I was startled, amazed.  I suddenly 
remembered that just that week a friend had dropped off a school paper of his for me to read.  It 
was entitled, “Birds of the Bible.”  I grabbed the paper and scanned through the list of birds.  The 
bird was large, whitish grey, with a long neck.  It looked like a type of crane or heron.  Cranes, 
where were cranes in that paper, and in the Bible?  Sure enough, this friend had been thorough 
enough to include cranes of the Bible.  So I redirected my devotions to my first ever word search 
on “cranes.”  The first passage was a rather harsh passage in Jeremiah 8:7—I read it and soaked it 
in, and then continued on in my word search.  Then my eyes and heart came to Isaiah 38:14—“I 
cried like a crane or swallow, I moaned like a dove.”  I read the whole story, gleaned the full 
context.  It was the story about Hezekiah.  I had read about him in II Kings 20, but I had forgotten 
that the story was repeated in Isaiah.  God used the prophet Isaiah to bring the word of the Lord to 
Hezekiah—“This is what the Lord says:  Put your house in order, because you are going to die;  
you will not recover.”  Then Hezekiah “turned his face to the wall and prayed to the Lord” and 
“wept bitterly.”  And quite remarkably, God sent another word to Isaiah that seemed to reverse 
the first clear word from the Lord—“I have heard your prayer and seen your tears;  I will add 
fifteen years to your life.”  And then he added a SIGN—“This is the Lord’s sign to you that the 
Lord will do what he has promised:  I will make the shadow cast by the sun go back the ten steps 
it has gone down on the stairway of Ahaz.”  And so the Lord sent just that sign. And Hezekiah 
recovered from his illness.  Afterwards he wrote about it—“I said, ‘In the prime of my life must I 
go through the gates of death and be robbed of the rest of my years? . . . Like a weaver I have 
rolled up my life, and he has cut me off from the loom; . . . I cried like a crane.  My eyes grew 
weak as I looked to the heavens. . . But what can I say?  He has spoken to me and he himself has 
done this.  I will walk humbly all my years because of this anguish of my soul.  Lord, by such 
things men live;  and my spirit finds life in them too.  You restored me to health and let me live. . 



. For the grave cannot praise you, death cannot sing your praise. . . The living, the living—they 
praise you, as I am doing today;  fathers tell their children about your faithfulness’ ” (Isaiah 38).    
 I was stunned, and deeply touched by the story as I read it.  In fact, it was as if the Holy 
Spirit was burning a hole in my heart.  It seemed that this story was the one God wanted me to 
read that day—and that in His curious way of working, He had brought a crane along to steer me 
to the story.  But then I began to question myself.  Perhaps I was moving into a bit of magical 
thinking, getting too mystical and symbolic.  So I continued on with my regular devotions for a 
bit.  And then, rather than stay sitting for hours, misty eyed and hearted, I forced myself to get up 
and carry on with my daily tasks of the day.  But then I needed a rest, and I sat down in that white 
glider rocker again.  And as soon as I sat down, for a third time, that crane landed right in front of 
me!  OK, OK, I thought—I get the point, Lord—you can make something known to me quite 
clearly.  So the crane is your sign to me—perhaps your sign that you are answering my prayers 
for healing, as you answered Hezekiah’s???  I pondered and wondered and prayed.  And I 
“treasured these things up in my heart.”  And I actually did tell my husband, who believed me. 
(Later I developed the pictures I took of the bird—to prove I was not, or was, psychotic—the 
pictures came out revealing a crane-like bird indeed!—I was not psychotic!)   
 And do you know what happened after that crane landed on my porch and in my heart?  I 
gradually began to improve in health—up and down through various chemotherapy treatments, 
and then eventually I made a dramatic turn for the better on a new hormone that was developed to 
treat breast cancer.  Humm—maybe that crane was a beginning sign of God’s desire to work 
healing in my life—somehow, for some time.   
 A few years later, as I was still walking around alive, I received a letter from a friend.  
She wrote:  “Early this morning I woke up and started praying.  The rain was pattering on my 
sunroof—that is my little sign from God of His presence.  I felt moved particularly by the Spirit 
to pray for you and your healing.  I just wanted you to know that.” I was touched by her prayers 
and her sharing of them with me.  And then I began to ponder a bit.  That was kind of cool that 
she had a little sign that God used to remind her of His presence.  I remembered that my twin 
sister has a little sign from God regarding His presence and the presence of her spiritual mentor 
who died of brain cancer a few years earlier.  When the sun shines straight in my sister’s eyes, 
she senses that God is reminding her of His presence and Betsy’s continuing presence in her life.  
Just a little sign that “reminds” her of God.  
 As I sat down in my white glider rocker for some quiet devotional time, I began to pray—
“God, that is kind of cool that Debbie and Anne both have special reminders of you in their lives.  
Would you possibly want to create a special sign or reminder of your presence in my life?”  I 
waited.  It was quiet in my home and in my heart.  No grand words or signs from God.  But as I 
waited further, what came to me in the stillness of my heart was—cranes.  Nothing else—just 
cranes.  Now I wasn’t that thrilled about the idea of cranes being the reminder of God in my 
life—since I only seem to see cranes every five years or so, if that often.  I was kind of hoping for 
rain or sun or flowers or something that I might see a bit more frequently—you know, God there 
for me around multiple corners in my life.  But no—cranes seemed to be the sign for me.  So, I 
thought—“Cranes it is.  OK, God, when I do happen to see a crane again, I will be particularly 
aware of your presence in my life.”  And I left it at that, and then prayed for the people on my 
prayer list and read through my Bible a bit further. 
 The next morning I got up and fixed a cup of hot tea and sat down in my white glider 
rocker.  First I thought I’d glance at the morning paper.  I opened up The Los Angeles Times, and 
there on the front page was a color picture of a crane!  Somehow this poor bird had gotten caught 
in an oil spill off the coast of California.  I have never seen a picture of a crane in the paper 
before.  But there it was.  I guess God could remind me of His presence more frequently than 
every five years, if He chose to do so—and it seemed that He might be quite delighted with that 
sign to me that day.  I know I was delighted, and startled, and amazed, and amused.   



 Thereafter, every so often I would see a picture of a crane, or visit a zoo with a crane, or 
hear a story of a crane.  And quietly in my heart I would smile and focus particularly keenly on 
God and His presence at that moment and on that day.  It was one of many ways I was reminded 
of God in my life.   
 A few years later, which is this current year, my neighbors called to invite me and my 
children to have spaghetti with them one night when my husband was working late.  That was a 
lovely invitation I wouldn’t refuse.  So my daughter and son and I slipped down to their condo, 
diagonally below ours in the same building, by the same lake.  As we were sitting on their porch 
slurping spaghetti (my son taught me how), I looked up and was rather startled.  A big, white bird 
with a long neck went flying across the lake and landed in the tree to our left.  What was it?  
Well—it was a crane—or actually, as we mused a bit more, we realized that it was probably a 
great blue heron (a crane-like bird—which is probably what my “original” crane had technically 
been).  And then we saw a second one.  Wow—it was as if there was one for me, and one for my 
neighbor (who is also fighting metastasized cancer).  I began to tell them my “crane story.”  I just 
had to—the moment seemed right.  And I had a captive audience (including my children, who 
were wide eyed as well).  They listened.  They believed me.  And then they even added to the 
story.  “Would you believe” they said to me, “that cranes are special to us too?!”  They proceeded 
to tell us about a time a number of years ago when their teenage daughter was in a high school 
youth group.  One of her friends was in a terrible car accident with her father.  The whole youth 
group was beside themselves with worry and grief as they waited for word about their condition.  
They didn’t know what to do.  But they heard that the girl’s mother just that day had been at a fair 
where she was demonstrating how to fold paper cranes.  They decided that they would begin 
folding Origami cranes—hundreds of them, to channel their worry and concern into small 
symbolic gifts for the family.  As it turned out, the girl tragically died, and a few days later her 
father died also.  At the memorial service, they created a huge cross, and they hung a thousand 
paper cranes from the cross as a gesture of love and remembrance and prayers for the family.  
After my neighbors told this story, they brought out the picture of the cross with the cranes.  It 
was quite beautiful and touching.  They told us further of the Japanese tradition of folding paper 
cranes as a way to offer a wish for marital happiness or healing from sickness. I had not heard of 
this before.  Apparently a number of years after the atomic bomb was dropped in Japan, a little 
girl named Sadako became sick with leukemia.  She was told of the Japanese legend that if 
anyone folded 1000 paper cranes, then their dearest wish would be granted.  In an effort to bring 
about her wish for healing, she began folding paper cranes.  Although she ultimately did die of 
leukemia, her life and courage have been a rallying point for thousands of people around the 
world who wish to promote peace and healing in the world.  My neighbors and their daughter’s 
youth group had followed that tradition of healing as they offered up their energies and their 
prayers by creating those cranes for their beloved friend and her father.  It was quite a moving 
story.  We had quite a “crane link” between neighbors by that point in the story telling back and 
forth on the porch that night.   
 The next month, in December, I gave a chapel talk at the university where I was teaching.  
Afterwards, two of my fellow professors were walking down the sidewalk with me.  One of them 
a few years earlier had been diagnosed with a rare form of cancer in the middle finger of the one 
arm he had from childhood, and he had survived to tell the story.  He began talking to me about 
the story of Hezekiah.  He noted that Hezekiah prayed, but that Isaiah also told him to put a 
polstice on his boil.  Somehow the combination of prayer and yet use of the medical resources of 
the day worked healing in Hezekiah’s life.  He told me how God had rather miraculously directed 
him to a special doctor who was able to save his finger and his life.  I was delighted to be 
reminded of Hezekiah again and to have this next layer of meaning and interpretation added to 
the story as I understood it.  I told him briefly about my experience of the crane and my reading 
of the story in Isaiah.  Then as we were walking along, the other professor chimed in—“Beth, I 
think around the same time you saw that crane, I was led to pray for you for extended life, like 



Hezekiah.  I don’t usually pray that way for everyone.  But I felt particularly led to that story and 
that prayer for you, Beth.”  I was touched, and amazed.  It reminded me of God’s intervention a 
few years earlier.  And it gave me hope as I was facing a recurrence of the cancer that very 
month.  In fact, it encouraged me so much that it gave me extra courage to call my doctor’s office 
that day to find out my latest tumor marker results.  Not good news—the markers were up again.  
What was God doing?  I thought He was encouraging me.  This was not encouraging news.  I 
drove home later that day.  On my message machine was the voice of my neighbor.  “Beth, just 
want you to know that I sighted ‘our crane’ again today.  I think it’s a sign of hope and healing 
for you.”  The third mention of cranes and healing in one day.  It seemed that God wanted me to 
hold onto hope. 

Three weeks later, it was time to hear one last set of tumor marker results.  I had planned 
to have breakfast with a friend I had not seen for several years.  We talked and caught up on what 
was happening in our lives.  I had been particularly encouraged by her prayers for me a number 
of years earlier—they were so powerful and on target, almost prophetic in the images and words 
she seemed to have for me at the time.  I was curious what her spiritual walk in prayer had been 
like in the intervening years.  She began to share a number of things.  Then at one point she 
shared a dream that she had had that week, and some words and pictures that God seemed to be 
giving her for me.  I was wide eyed and wide hearted.  I was quite touched with her pictures of 
healing, life, even ministry for me.  As we got up to go, she smiled at me one last time—“Beth, 
even now as I look at you, I sense God is doing some healing in you.”  I was encouraged.  I told 
her that in two days I was supposed to call my oncologist to find out the latest tumor marker 
results.  If they were up just two more points, my oncologist was recommending that I go back on 
a tough chemotherapy.  “What do you think I should do if they are up?”  I curiously asked this 
prayer warrior.  She waited a moment, then said, “I think the markers will reflect God’s healing.”  
We said our goodbyes, and I headed home.  As I walked through the door, the phone was ringing.  
It was my oncologist.  “Beth, all three tumor markers are down—you don’t have to go on 
chemotherapy;  I think this new hormone just might be working.” Wow—the news I wished for;  
the news my friend sensed from God before my doctor confirmed it.  I was thrilled, grateful, 
awed by the way God was working—through prayer and through polstice, so to speak.   

Later that week, I received a package from a friend in Texas who is also a young mother 
with metastasized breast cancer.  I let my son open the package.  He slit open the top.  He looked 
through the green tissue paper in the box.  What was inside?  There were bags of little things.  Oh 
my gracious.  A thousand paper cranes!  I read my friend’s letter.  Her sister was a high school 
teacher.  Her students, for their community service, decided to fold a thousand paper cranes and 
send them to me as a prayer and wish for my healing!  Wow!  They were so beautiful.  I was so 
deeply moved!  She didn’t know anything about my crane stories.  All the way from Texas, a 
thousand cranes had arrived—the week that my tumor markers reversed themselves.  God’s 
healing presence was upon me in multiple, powerful ways.  And I now have a thousand cranes in 
my house—I don’t have to wait for a sign from God every five years or so—He is multiply 
apparent every day, in a thousand ways, as I know He has been all along. “The sunrise from on 
high”—the manger baby Zechariah prophesied about-- has visited me—and hopefully you—this 
Christmas, with signs unique to my needs and yet also “folding in” my neighbors, high schoolers 
in Texas, and my own children who have heard the crane stories and opened crane packages.  
Signs—reminders of God’s presence.  How might God be reminding you of His presence this 
week and in the year ahead?  It might be through Scripture, or loving neighbors, or mountains, or 
flowers, or newborn babies, or crazy cranes, or something that has special meaning to you in your 
journey with God.  Best of all, Christmas reminds us again that we already have the clearest 
sign—a baby wrapped in clothes lying in a manger, and the sign of Jonah—foretelling the dark 
three days before the resurrection of that Immanuel.  As Zechariah said of that “rising sun” who 
comes to us from heaven—he will “shine on those living in darkness and in the shadow of death, 
to guide our feet into the path of peace” (Luke 1:78-79).  May He land on your porch, in your 



heart, in your home however He might in the New Year ahead.  Watch.  Wait.  We’ll see how He 
appears to each of us in the coming year.  Immanuel—GOD curiously and truly WITH US. 

 
Beth Fletcher Brokaw 
January 5, 2006 

 
June 7, 2006 
Dear Friends and Family: 
 
 Two years ago, my two sisters and I had the privilege of walking along the Sea of Galilee 
during a “sisters trip” to Israel.  As we looked across the sea, our tour guide pointed to some huge 
bluffs across the way.  “See those?” he said.  “Those are the Golan Heights.  The people living 
there can look right down on everyone here by the Sea of Galilee.  Before Israel recaptured those 
heights, we could have no privacy from our enemies.  Now we can relax in peace by this beautiful 
lake.”  After he said that, my twin sister Anne said to me, “Beth, this is a time in your cancer 
journey when the Golan Heights have been recaptured.  You have some peace while the cancer is 
in remission—you can relax without the enemy of cancer staring down so ominously upon your 
life.”  This spring has been another Golan Heights time for me and my family, and I am sooo 
grateful.  My twin sister Anne graciously gave my daughter a trip to another country for her 
birthday (a friend once said to me—“Every family should have someone who is a doctor, and 
someone who works for an airline.  We have two doctors in our family—do you want to trade one 
for your brother-in-law who works for Continental?”  I laughed and stated that in no way was I 
trading any of the Grizzle family!).  My daughter chose a Spanish speaking country to visit, since 
she loves her Spanish classes these days.  So, in February, off she and Aunt Anne went to 
Antigua in Guatemala—along with me and two of Anne’s sons as well!  It was a brief visit of 
only two days, and we knew no one there.  The week we were to leave, both Anne and I were 
scouting out the territory somewhat, and praying—feeling a bit anxious about the details in a 
foreign country.  On the plane trip down, a verse came to me as I was reading through the Old 
Testament—“Consecrate yourselves, for tomorrow the Lord will do amazing things among you” 
(Joshua 3:5).  Hum—what could that mean?  When we met Anne in the airport, she told me that 
curiously just the evening before, she had been linked with Judy Kerschner, a missionary in 
Guatemala—who “happened” to be free the next day and would be happy to show us around the 
area.  So that next day as we opened our eyes upon Guatemala, we drove with Judy up to a 
Mayan village on the side of a local volcano (nonactive, fortunately).  We visited multiple 
families there with disabled children who attend a special school Judy has established there.  It 
was a powerful time of meeting with the poorest of the poor, in terms of status and health, but 
with deeply rich people, in terms of spirit and community life.  An intricately planned month long 
mission trip would not have touched my daughter’s heart or mine as deeply towards missions and 
outreach as this one consecrated day God provided for us.  I was grateful to be healthy enough to 
take such an adventure with my ever growing daughter! 
 In April I was able to fly to Oregon to teach for a day at George Fox University—
attempting to use my brain once again in an academic setting committed to the integration of 
spirituality and psychology.  I am happy to say that my brain did work, well enough—as did the 
power point I hastily learned.  As for Nathan, he has been busily engaged with baseball this 
spring, and I finally began to realize why some people actually enjoy that game.  It helps a lot to 
actually know the players on the team you are cheering for—and for them to be such big-little 
men—Nathan and his nine year old team mates are really cute!  We also had the opportunity 
recently to meet once again with Nathan’s birth family—I think these connections are going to be 
valuable for him, and I am increasingly able to comfortably bend my heart in new ways to 
experience these family intricacies with a measure of grace—and deep gratitude for the way God 
worked out this adoption, at birth and beyond.  Recently David and I were also able to attend a 



final banquet at Laura’s school—where she is graduating from eighth grade (she started there 
years ago in preschool and next year will be jumping into a huge public high school).  As I sat 
there, it was not lost on me that it was quite miraculous that I was alive, with the Golan Heights 
captured, for this graduating moment of hers.  What brought tears to both David’s and my eyes 
was the announcement of Laura Brokaw as valedictorian of her class!  Wow—I was so grateful 
that she had somehow managed to be such a stable, responsible student through all the 
rollercoaster rides of our cancer journey.  I was so proud of her (and our sweet Nathan)—that 
night and many others.   
 So—we have had a lovely spring in the Brokaw home, peacefully resting by the shores of 
our lake in Azusa.  However, I must let you know that just this week I heard from my oncologist 
that my tumor markers have made a dramatic leap upwards.  I am completing multiple scans this 
week, and then my doctor plans to immediately put me on a course of hard hitting 
chemotherapy—unless somehow the Golan Heights get recaptured before then—or perhaps the 
chemo will take the heights back for me—who knows?  It’s been quite a battle off and on these 
last years.  I ask you once again for your prayers—for God to push back the cancer and for 
whatever else God leads you to pray for.  As I pondered this latest development, I kept 
remembering the Israelites’ journey—even after the miraculous Passover and Red Sea parting, 
they kept hitting multiple bumps along a journey that was much more convoluted and difficult 
than they anticipated when God freed them from Egypt.  Even when they got to the Promised 
Land, there were a lot of huge enemies to fight.  So—even our miraculous journeys are filled with 
ups and downs.  I’m trying not to grumble—a very big challenge.  Thanks ever so much for your 
love, prayers, and encouragement.  I have been remiss in writing and calling people this spring—I 
think I need to just put out a blanket apology to anyone waiting for a response from me—like the 
sign in my home that warns people of my negligence there too—it says “My house was clean last 
week;  sorry you missed it”—except it needs to say “many years ago—maybe” instead of “last 
week.”  Oh well—I have been enjoying relaxing by the sea in many ways—and that’s even better 
than keeping my house clean—right??  I send love and prayers back to you as well.   
 
     Love,  
     Beth 
 
  

 
 
June 27, 2006 
 
 
Dear friends and family of Beth, 
 
Once again, thank you so much for your prayers and notes of 
encouragement to the Brokaw family.  They appreciate them so much, even 
when they feel too swamped to respond personally.  I am attaching a 
letter update from Beth to give you the latest news.  Your prayers are 
making a difference!   
 
Love, Laura   
 
>>> 
June 27, 2006 
Dear Family and Friends: 



 Thank you sooo much for praying so diligently for me and my sweet children and 
husband in these last few weeks!  Thanks too for the multiple notes of encouragement!  Although 
repeat blood tests confirmed a significant elevation in my tumor markers, “curiously” the PET 
and CT scans, MRI’s, and bone scans did not indicate as severe a cancer flare as the elevated 
tumor markers seemed to suggest.  Thus, we are waiting (once again) to check the tumor markers 
again—if they go up anymore, then my oncologist is recommending a switch to one other 
hormone (yeah) rather than chemotherapy (yuck), since the scans were not so extreme.  Once 
again, I sense that God, and your prayers with and to Him, are pushing back the cancer to perhaps 
a manageable place.  Please keep praying.  The verse that comes to me as I picture those crazy 
cancer cells is Numbers 14: 9.  The Israelites had almost gotten to the Promised Land, and their 
spies had even brought back a humongous single cluster of grapes (representing the goodness of 
God).  But the people were frightened of the huge enemies in the land.  Two people held onto 
boldness and hope, though—Joshua and Caleb.  They silenced the grumblers and declared, “The 
land we passed through and explored is exceedingly good.  If the Lord is pleased with us, he will 
lead us into that land, a land flowing with milk and honey, and will give it to us. . . . Do not be 
afraid of the people of the land, because we will swallow them up (Other versions say, “We’ll 
have them for lunch” or “They are merely helpless prey”).  Their protection is gone, but the Lord 
is with us.  Do not be afraid of them.”  So, as I pray and rest, I hold pictures in my mind of the 
hormone, and God’s Spirit, and the vitamins I take, and whatever other healing forces are at work 
in my body swallowing up the cancer cells.  I picture the new medications and the Holy Spirit 
removing their protection but staying WITH me in potent ways.  That’s on my good and hopeful 
days.  Other days, I waver and wonder more.  But I am grateful for the buoying support of all 
your prayers.  In the days following my last email, many specific things happened to convince me 
that you were praying for me and that God was at work protecting me once again.  On Saturday, 
as I was sitting in my living room, a huge bird flew by my window and onto the waterfall outside 
our condo.  You guessed it—a crane!—I had not seen one since the Christmas sightings that were 
so inspiring to me.  The message seemed to be “I am WITH you.”  That has helped steady me so 
much.  I also was so relieved when my doctor called a few days later, suggesting that he might 
consider trying another hormone rather than the chemotherapy, given the curious scan results.  I 
also asked him whether I could follow through with my upcoming summer plans—to visit family 
members on the East Coast, and to take another “sisters trip” (graciously provided by my twin 
sister) to—yes, some of you might have guessed it—the Promised Land—to Israel again.  When I 
asked my wonderful Jewish oncologist about traveling at this point, he said, “Good-bye, Beth.”  
Those were sweet words to my body and soul, as I had been thinking that my summer plans were 
quickly vanishing as was my strength and health.  So—on Tuesday, July 4th, after I take my 
daughter to a conservation camp in Virginia, my sisters and I will be flying to Jerusalem—and 
then taking a two day retreat at a Franciscan convent on the Mount of the Beatitudes.  OK, so no 
one on my email list now feels sorry for me anymore.  But still pray, out of a sense obligation and 
care, OK?   
 When I return, I’ll talk to my oncologist for a final word on my next medical marching 
orders.  And I’ll try to bring back some other pictures, photographic and metaphoric, like those of 
the Golan Heights, as a way of sharing the wealth of whatever life God continues to offer me in 
the “land of the living.”  I hope your summer plans bring you big clusters of “fruit,” rest, and 
renewal as well!   
     Love,  
     Beth 
 

 
 



 
July 13, 2006 
 
Dear Family and Friends: 
 Thank you, thank you for your prayers about my health as well as about my travels to 
Israel.  As I write this, I am sitting on a plane flying back to the United States from Israel.  
Yesterday, while my sisters and I were in Jerusalem, near the temple mount, we heard from a 
rabbi there about the Israeli soldiers who had been killed and kidnapped by Hezbollah just over 
the border from Lebanon.   In fact, as we left the Yad Vashem Holocaust Memorial a few hours 
later, we passed Prime Minister Olmert’s motorcade–most likely coming from the press 
conference where he declared those actions against Israel an “act of war.”  It was hard to believe 
that this country we had come to love was erupting once again into severe military battling. The 
contrast with our experience of the Galilee in the prior days was striking.  Just the day before we 
had been soaking in the most incredibly wonderful experience of retreating at the Mount of the 
Beatitudes–just hours from the Lebanon border.  It was idyllic–we stayed at a retreat house with 
Franciscan sisters from Italy as well as from other countries of the world (they sang angelic songs 
together–which included the Italian national anthem when Italy won the World Cup!).   We 
meditated on the shores of the Jordan River, swam in the beautiful teal waters of the Galilee, 
hiked up the mountainside where Jesus taught, watched a big red full moon rise over the Golan 
Heights, and basically experienced heaven on earth for a few days.  Then we rode back into 
Jerusalem, full of holy pilgrims of multiple faiths and also full of ethnic differences and conflicts.  
  In the days before our visit to the Galilee region, we also had had the opportunity to walk 
from the Mt.of Olives to Mt. Zion, to pray at the Western Wall, and to walk the stations of the 
cross along the streets of Jerusalem.  Actually what felt like the most dangerous but terribly 
impactful experience among our travels of the prior week was a trip into Bethany and Bethlehem 
(both in the West Bank) with our Arab Christian tour guide.  We saw a whole other side of the 
conflict, as we met Palestinians who have been shut out of their homes by the walls built around 
Bethlehem and as we talked with the few remaining Christians who are trying to eke out an 
existence in a place where they depend on tourist dollars and yet where tourists rarely come 
because of the conflicts.  Little did we know that our idyllic Galilean site would ultimately appear 
to be a more dangerous place than Bethlehem!  I have to tell you that as we debated and prayed 
about whether to venture into Bethlehem, we were quite aware of the difficult territory we were 
entering–and yet it felt like a holy pilgrimage–into an area where we could support some very 
poor people, into an area where Jesus was born–with the political and religious conflicts of his 
day, not unlike those of today..  As we arrived at the site where Jesus was born, I looked up at the 
church steeple thrust into the bright blue sky with soft white clouds.  I was overwhelmed by the 
fact that the sovereign God of the universe chose to come right down into this simple village full 
of political conflicts (Herod beheaded hundreds of children shortly thereafter because the new 
“king” was a threat).  If God were to come down in today’s world, He might choose the same 
spot–a grimy, conflictual town much in need of the Prince of Peace.   
 It feels as if we were just barely able to slip away with some profound stories and 
“treasures of darkness” (Isaiah 45:3) from this holy country of Israel before the region erupted 
into a hot-bed of conflict and looming war.  As we drove to the airport today (amazingly with 
previously booked airline seats on the day that everyone wanted to leave), we were pulled over at 
a security checkpoint and detained for quite a long time–merely because our driver (a wonderful 
Christian believer who used to be the driver for the ambassador of the American consulate) was–
Arab.  We weren’t sure they were going to let us into the airport.  But finally they did.  And we 
slipped onto a plane headed back to the United States.  If we had not been Caucasian Americans, 
the hour long security check might have proven just a mere blip in a sea of concerns and delays 
that would have kept us from our destination.   



 And so–we are very very grateful to have had such a life-changing experience in the 
Middle East just as a war closes in upon this holy area.  I am more aware than ever that there are 
multiple sides to every story and to every war and that there are poor and mistreated people on 
both sides and aggressive capacities within us all.  If we had been at that temple mount when they 
were trying Jesus, I am saddened to realize that I probably would have been swept up with the 
crowd that either condemned or denied knowing Jesus.  And so, as we leave Jerusalem, we are 
praying, praying–for the peace of Jerusalem and the broader world.  It feels very discouraging to 
think about how a political peace can be found; and yet it feels heartening that even in the midst 
of the worst of conflicts or the most neglected places or people, God still wants to and can come 
down right within our midst and into our hearts.  
 You may have thought you were praying for my safety in this cancer battle–but I think 
God used those prayers to provide much more for me this month–safety and heart change in a 
foreign land.  I will not be the same–inside or out (we ate a lot of hummus!)–from this experience 
in the hot and holy land of Israel.  Don’t give up hope of visiting–and reaching out in some way–
to this area of the world.   
      Love, 
      Beth 
 
 
October 12, 2006 
 
Dear Family and Friends: 
            Many of us have just been watching as another plane flew into a high rise building in New 
York City. “Again?!?  O Lord, how can we take this?,” I would guess many people were 
yelling/praying yesterday as the news filtered through our media and our hearts.  The pitcher who 
was flying the plane was from Glendora, CA (Laura goes to Glendora High School)-he would go 
for hair cuts at the very same place where I got mine cut today.  I remember September 11, 2001-
as I was mourning for so many families who were experiencing this disaster, I was also facing a 
great flare in the cancer in my body with few resources, chemically or psychologically, to keep 
fighting it.  And you all prayed.  And miraculously, agent after agent (chemical and spiritual) 
came to my rescue to give me month after month, then year after year of new life.  As I write this, 
I am again facing a cancer flare-like New York facing another crashed building.  It has once again 
evoked in me dread and fear of impending disaster.  But many friends and family members have 
been praying diligently for me-and I write this to enlist more troopers in on the firefight.   
            After I returned from that awesome, incredible, life-changing, glorious, scary, wonderful 
trip to Israel this summer (I could keep the adjectives rolling, but I want to complete this letter), 
my tumor markers kept rising (suggesting that the cancer was creeping through my body again). 
So my oncologist decided to try one last hormonal approach-to retry me on a hormone similar to 
one that had worked for a short time before.  I was hopeful that this would work, even though 
there was only a 20% chance (in medical perspectives) that it would “work.”  Unfortunately, my 
tumor markers have continued to rise and rise over these last two months.  Therefore my doctor 
just ordered new scans (MRI, CT, PET, and bone scans-the works, like at McDonalds) to see 
where and how intensely the cancer has spread.  In addition, I have been scheduled to start a new 
round of tough chemo this Friday.  In the meantime, many of you have been praying diligently, 
and I thank you!  As I was praying with a small group of friends last week, one Catholic sister 
noted that it happened to be the day of remembering the angels Gabriel (bearer of good news), 
Raphael (angel of healing), and Michael (angel of war with the evil one-from Revelations).  As 
we prayed intensely together, I kept getting a sense of “fight” in me, even more than the previous 
tears, and a sense to enlist the angel Michael in what felt like a battle in my body and soul.  I have 
never thought about Michael or included Michael in my prayers before.  Yesterday, my good 
Nazarene neighbor talked to my husband and told him that she was praying for me and that as she 



prayed, she felt led to pray for Michael to engage in battle for me.  What a synchronicity of 
unusual prayer images!  In addition, my sister and a friend in Texas saw a picture of a bright 
moon rising in the darkness as they prayed for me.  The images have been flowing in curious 
ways these last weeks.  I have just been pondering them in my heart as I have been 
decompensating and compensating through various procedures, fears, and hopes.   
            Yesterday my oncologist called to tell me the results of the scans and his thinking about 
my treatment.  Similar to the time I talked to him just before my scheduled trip to Israel, he said 
that curiously the scans do not show significant new progression of the cancer.  Many of us 
expected that they would light up all over the place, given my high tumor markers.  But no.  As I 
was lying in the scans, I even had the sense of praying that the very beams created for diagnostic 
purposes would somehow penetrate the cancer for healing purposes as well.  So-you and Michael 
and Raphael and even Gabriel (this certainly is good news for us right now) have been praying 
and interceding for me so much so that my doctor now has a new plan.  It is risky and unusual-but 
we are near the end of the “conventional” treatment choices.  Rather than use the chemo (which is 
his “ace in the hole” when the cancer jumps to other vital organs), he is suggesting a “hormone 
withdrawal treatment.”  Essentially, he’s suggesting that I go off all treatment (except bone 
strengthener).  Twenty years ago, when few options existed, every once in awhile this approach 
would paradoxically press the cancer into remission for some time.  Oncologists rarely do this 
today.  But-my oncologist is creative.  And I think Michael is creative.  So---would you help me?  
Would you pray for me during this time-that this crazy near-last option would paradoxically work 
(I think of the “upside down kingdom” and how paradoxical Jesus was).  It’s an oncological long 
shot.  But then, who would have ever guessed, from the blood work, that the scans would not 
indicate more progression of the cancer?  The song that keeps ringing in my heart is one by the 
Wild Goose Worship Group (a great name for singing with the Holy Spirit blowing through your 
vocal chords) from Iona, Scotland-“Wonder and Stare.”  The song weaves through many biblical 
stories with the refrain to each one being “wonder and stare.”  So-I am wondering and staring at 
the gentle prompts God has given me over the last few weeks not to give up but to “wait and 
watch” to see what He will do in this unknown, transitional time for our family.  (This last 
weekend, I was at a retreat with some “sisters” in spirit.  At one point we sat together in the 
evening, watching the sun set and hoping to see the full moon rise.  It was a gray moment of 
unknown-like many times in our lives.  And then through that gray sky, the moon began to rise, 
and then the lights on a nearby cross unexpectedly turned on, and then bells even began to ring.  
We just had to wait in that “liminal”-transitional, unknown-time, like the Saturday between Good 
Friday and Easter Sunday, until God showed up in clearer form to us.  It was a mystical, symbolic 
moment-full of meaning for middle aged women who like to milk such experiences for all they’re 
worth).  So-our family is sitting in a “liminal” moment, and we’re asking for you to sit and wait 
and pray with us however God leads you to do so (if Michael joins you, have at the warfare).  
Thanks always for your love, encouragement, and prayers!   
  
                                                            Love,  
                                                            Beth             
 
 
December 9, 2006 
 
Dear Family and Friends: 
    Thank you so much for your prayers for me as I went for a new round 
of chemotherapy this Thursday.  I really needed them--and felt them in 
multiple ways!  Strangely when I got into the office with my oncologist, 
he said to me--"Beth, I've decided not to give you chemotherapy right 
now.  I have a different plan for you."  I felt both relieved and 



concerned.  He took me into his office and showed me the report of the 
PET Scan from earlier this week.  "Beth, both your right and left ovary 
are lighting up.  I think the cancer is in your ovaries. I want you to 
have surgery as soon as possible."  Oh my!  I knew there was a reason I 
got particularly bolstered psychologically and spiritually for this 
day--but this was not the reason I was prepared for.  So----I am now 
facing a new turn in this journey with metastasized cancer.  Friday I 
got in for an appointment with an ob/gyn oncologist--which was quite a 
gift and miracle in itself--to see the head of the USC Norris Cancer 
Hospital's ob/gyn oncology dept. within a day!  They did ultrasounds, 
which confirmed that indeed both my ovaries are full of cancer.  That is 
the bad, bad news.  The good news is that they think it is probably 
breast cancer metastasized to my ovaries rather than ovarian cancer 
(which would mean fighting a second type of "beast").  Also, my 
oncologist is eager to get samples of the tumor, which he has not yet 
had access to, since the cancer in my bones is too diffuse.  With the 
samples, he can finally test the tumor to see which chemicals seem to 
wither (destroy, beat back, annihilate, etc.--you get the picture--go, 
God and Angel Michael, and new medical research) the cancer.  I go for 
surgery at Norris Hospital this Friday, December 15th around 7:30 a.m.  
I appreciate any and all of your prayers, however God leads you to pray. 
 Obviously, it is scary for me, David, and the children--this could be 
the beginning of a long downhill spiral--or it could be another bend in 
a road of continuing life in the face of a deadly disease.  Only the 
Lord knows.  Two verses keep coming to my mind.  The first is one from 
an Advent lectio divina exercise we did in church last Sunday--from one 
of the four "servant songs" in Isaiah.   From Isaiah 50: 4-11, the words 
that kept popping into my heart were "I have not drawn back" (v. 5) and 
"I have set my face like flint" (v.7).  Little did I know just how much 
I was about to face within the week!  But I have to face forward, keep 
going (except when I wilt), and keep letting God and my friends and 
family hold onto me when I am weak.  The other verse that kept going 
through my mind as I wandered among cancer patients all week 
was -- "Though outwardly we are wasting away, yet inwardly we are being 
renewed day by day."  Whether I live to be 95 or 52, I realize that the 
insulting process of aging (and ravaging disease) is coming down hard 
upon me.  I desperately pray for healing and health and much more life 
with my family and friends.  But even as I live, I think I will be 
limping some with no hair and new scars and human fragility that remind 
me daily of the parallel processes of deterioration and renewal that are 
hard at work in my body.   
    I have done nothing for Christmas yet.  This is either a midlife 
American woman's nightmare or secret escape--because I just may declare 
the Brokaw Christmas scurrying null and void and may just rest and 
listen to Christmas music all holiday instead.  What else can I do?  One 
friend suggested that I just let everyone know that we are receiving and 
not giving this holiday--an anti-Christmas message that is way too 
selfish to normally announce.  She even suggested that I just warn 
everyone that I will be regifting anything we can't use--that will make 
Christmas exchanges possible.  She makes me laugh.  Gallows humor works 
well for me during this season of "cheer."  Anyway--I wanted to let each 



of you know what is up, to thank you for your prayers, to give you an 
idea of how you might adjust those prayers given this new news, and to 
offer you perhaps the only Christmas wish I am capable of sending to you 
this season--my wish is that you enjoy your hair, your ability to eat, 
your rambunctious children, and whatever part of your body that is not 
yet wasting away--while attempting to allow your inner person some 
renewal during this paradoxical busy time of "peace."  I cannot tell you 
how grateful I am for each and every one of you--I feel surrounded by 
the body of Christ--and that gives me some peace in the midst of my 
fretting and fearing and wondering and fatigue.  Oh--the other words 
that keep coming to me (curiously from my time of prayer in the Garden 
of Gethsemane this summer) are--"Keep picking fruit."  That's my other 
Christmas wish for you this season as well!  Love, Beth  
P.S.  No need to send any flowers during my illness--we already have 
some lovely ones.  But if anyone really does take that joke about 
receiving and not giving seriously--what I really love (truly) is 
prayer, meaningful cards, and a copy of any inspirational, spiritual 
songs you particularly like (I am going to be listening to a lot of 
music rather than running around).  Hope you get to stop and listen to 
some great music too (by the way, the day before my scheduled chemo, I 
impulsively picked up the Starbucks CD called "Lifted:  Songs of the 
Spirit."  It is a compilation of some great soul, gospel, bluesy 
music--my favorite was "Joy to the World" by the "Total Experience 
Gospel Choir"--I normally would not be cheered up during such a week by 
any rendition at all of "Joy to the World"--but I couldn't help smile, 
and then laugh, at this one.)  Thank heavens for music and humor.  
Beth Brokaw 
 
 
 
December 23, 2006 
 
Dear Family and Friends: 
            Thank you soooo much for the incredible prayers you have prayed for me over this week 
of surgery.  As you must have realized from my last update, the experiments with various 
hormones and lack of hormone treatments this fall did not keep the cancer at bay in my body - the 
tumor markers kept moving skyward so that ultimately I was scheduled to go back on 
chemotherapy.  Yet the day I went for my first treatment, I learned that the cancer had spread to 
both ovaries - thus the scheduled surgery before any more chemotherapy.  I felt surrounded by 
prayer that day of surgery.  It went as well as could possibly be expected - the surgeons were able 
to do it laproscopically rather than cutting me wide open, and it appeared that the cancer may be 
contained to the ovaries, as far as my abdomen is concerned (it remains in my skeleton as well).  I 
see my oncologist today to see what the pathology reports say and what our next game plan of 
chemotherapy treatment will be. 
            When I saw one of the surgeons after surgery, I inquired as to whether she noticed 
anything unusual in the operating room (surely with all that prayer, I wondered whether 
something powerful might just happen).  She said that it went incredibly well, but nothing 
mystical happened.  However, as I have been living through this Advent preparing not only for 
Christ’s birth but for surgery, little things have been adding up to an unusual holiday for me.  
Rather than it being my darkest holiday, it has become one of my brightest - not because my 
ovaries “lit up” on the PET scan, but because you have been my secret elves of care in so many 



various ways.  Two days ago, I opened my front door and there was a candle burning with 
goodies and notes from “Children of the Light” - a group of unknown friends who wanted to 
surprise me with goodness - and indeed they did!  My twin sister Anne flew in from Texas and is 
taking wonderful care of Laura and Nathan (as well as David and me) through this whole process 
- I am going to miss my new “wife” when she flies back to Texas!  I keep thinking of the 
Christmas carol, “O Little Town of Bethlehem,” which talks not only of Christ being born in 
Bethlehem but also leaves us in the last verse asking God to “enter in, be born in us today.”  As I 
have lived with lights in my ovaries and then the experience of something strangely coming forth 
from my womb of sorts, I have had the curious experience of wondering whether something else 
is being “birthed” in or from me through this ordeal.  Of course this could just be a major 
defensive reversal of my sorrow - yet, could this be the answer to your prayers?  Could it be that 
in “bearing” suffering with you by my side in prayer and spirit that the load is “lighter” and that 
fruit is being juiced up in the process? It seems so as I experience Christmas surrounded by caring 
friends and family rather than by lists of things yet to be done for the holidays.   
            So what fruit has been born through all your incredible prayers?  Well - lots of little 
goodies fell into my heart and body and home this week.  As I was pondering all the words and 
pictures and prayers that flowed around our family this week, I wanted to write them down, 
document the work of God in some way.  What I wrote turned out to be quite long (written in the 
stillness of my recliner while my twin sister ran holiday errands for us!) - but I have attached a 
copy of my musings for any of you who want to read it (when/if you have some quiet moments 
after the holidays).  We wish for you to imagine yourself surgically stopped in quiet rest for a few 
moments this holiday, listening to music and having every excuse in the world not to move.  May 
those moments renew you in some way and also bring you a sense of the “thin veil” we have 
experienced through this time.  
                                                            Love,    
Beth 
  
P.S.  David and I just returned from a follow up visit to my oncologist.  The good news is that the 
cancer was breast cancer versus ovarian and that it had not spread greatly throughout my 
abdomen.  The bummer is that when they tested the tumor cells to see which chemicals it would 
respond to, the top two were two of the toughest of all the chemos to tolerate.  Oh yuck!!  Just 
when I think I have bravely faced into something difficult, that Advent verse comes back to push 
further into my heart - “I have not drawn back . . . I set my face like flint.”  I’m not happy about 
this right now, but I will march forward.  And I am grateful that the cancer will respond to 
something--and I sure do respond to your love and prayers (and incredible gifts of music! - wow, 
I love all the variety!).   
 
 
WHAT’S THE ISSUE HERE?  (attachment with letter December 23, 2006) 
 
 I’ve heard people talk about Jesus ushering in an “upside down kingdom.”  Well, for me 
this Christmas, I have been ushered into an upside down holiday.  You see, I was just wading 
with my cousin through the grief of her husband’s death when Christmas crept up on me way too 
suddenly.  But then I was always a master at cramming, for tests, holidays, whatever—so perhaps 
I could do it again.  Then something else got crammed in my face.  I heard from my oncologist 
that my tumor markers were way up, indicating that cancer was marching through my body faster 
than Christmas was creeping up on the calendar.  As I was preparing my body and soul for new 
rounds of chemotherapy the next week, I continued my daily routines somewhat.  One routine 
was to join with other brothers and sisters each Sunday morning for some time of biblical 
contemplation.  This Sunday we were meditating on one of the four servant songs in Isaiah, as an 
Advent exercise of preparing for Christmas.  As I quietly listened to the words of Isaiah 50: 4-11, 



the specific words that rang clearly in my heart were not the usual Christmas greetings.  They 
were rather “tough,” but clear—“I have not drawn back . . . I set my face like flint.”  OK, I got the 
message.  God did not want me to shy away from facing this next difficult step in my battle with 
metastasized breast cancer.  It was not going to help to remember how much I hated 
chemotherapy from earlier years.  Rather than going back in my mind, I needed to march 
forward.  During our church service, the whole congregation meditated on the same passage, 
using the spiritual exercise of lectio divina.  Afterwards, when I ran into a friend in the bathroom 
(where many of the most spiritual moments seem to occur in our church, from my humble female 
perspective), she whispered to me—“You know, the words that came to me were a bit different 
than the words that came to some of the other people in church—the words were ‘I have not 
drawn back.’”  She went on to tell me a story of when she attended a business meeting at her 
Christian work place.  When they meditated on the story of David and Goliath, she was struck by 
the fact that David “ran toward the battle”—very different than walking cautiously, or running 
away.  God’s message to me was reinforced there in front of those bathroom stalls.  Do not stall, 
do not look back, keep moving toward the battle with cancer and the next medical procedures 
ahead.   
 So I drove down to my chemotherapy appointment a few days later prepared for battle, 
with my face set like stone—“resolutely,” as the verse in Luke 9:51 describes Jesus “resolutely 
setting his face to go to Jerusalem.”  Of course it did give me some hope to realize that actually 
that verse in Luke described Jesus going on toward more ministry in Judea before facing the cross 
in Jerusalem.  He had a mission to accomplish.  I didn’t have such a clear sense of mission—
rather, my goal at that time was at least to survive this next step of my journey without withering 
like a leaf.  As I sat in the doctor’s office, with the thin medical gown wrapped around my body 
as best it would go, I wondered how my body and soul would respond to this next hit of poison.  
Then my doctor walked in.  “Beth, you’re not getting chemotherapy today.”  Wow—perhaps I 
was miraculously off the hook!  “Come into my office;  I have another plan for you.”  As I 
slipped into his office, he showed me the results of my recent PET scan.  “Beth, both your right 
and left ovaries are lighting up.  I think the breast cancer in your bones has now spread there.  I 
want you to have surgery as soon as possible.”  Oh my.  This was not the way I wanted to get off 
the chemotherapy hook.  I was stunned, just stoically took the news, asked various medical 
questions, and then slipped out of the office, back onto the freeway, and into my life just turned 
upside down, or should I say, inside out.  No wonder God had prompted me to set my face like 
flint—there was even more to face than I realized as I had heard those words in my heart.     
 On the way home, I mourned and yelled and wondered in various ways in my heart.  
Then I picked up my children from school, told them the basics about my new medical situation, 
made dinner, helped them with homework, and then began throwing squishy balls with my son 
(his favorite post-homework pastime). (For better or for worse, life doesn’t stop for a mother just 
because she gets terrible medical news.)  At one point in the squishy ball game (we try to knock 
down homemade pegs placed on our family room carpet), the score between us was equal.  I was 
rather proud of myself (for continuing to function on such an awful day, as well as for matching 
my athletic son for a few moments).  I said to him, “Hey, I’m not doing so bad tonight, am I?”  
He replied, “Yeah Mom, and you’re really not doing bad for a mom with tumors in her overalls!”  
Oh, for a child’s perspective on the world, and a bit of humor thrown into a grim night.   
 The next days were spent going for pre-operative doctors’ visits and procedures, while 
doing laundry and dishes, returning phone calls, and figuring out how to freak out and yet 
continue functioning all in the same week.  What is curious is that when I was facing new 
chemotherapy, my friends were praying for me deeply and supporting me in various ways.  But 
somehow, when the cancer jumped into a new place in my body, and I faced surgery and 
hospitalization, the lightning rod of prayer and support hit our home in a much bigger way.  The 
long, hard haul of chemotherapy did not suck prayers into such a pointed place in my life like a 
concerning surgical procedure seemed to do.  One of my clients called and said that he had a 



whole group of nuns in a poor, riot-torn area of Los Angeles praying for me.  Others told me they 
would be praying and fasting for me on the day of surgery.  My mother called and told me that as 
she took a walk that day, a few words kept coming to her—“strength for the journey” and “may 
you have a happy issue out of all your affliction.”  Curious, strange words.  Where were they 
from?  As we mused together, we realized they were from a prayer in the Episcopal prayerbook—
words that had sunk deep into my mother’s soul over years of liturgical worship.  Even though 
her memory has been failing her some these days, somehow the deep, repetitive prayers of her 
past and present rose up to give her a word of encouragement to her daughter facing cancer 
surgery.  As I rolled those words around on my tongue and through my heart, I had an association 
to the woman with the issue of blood, whom Jesus had healed.  Issue—issue—what a curious 
word.   
 Later, my sister Laura called to tell me that her whole group of friends in Alabama were 
holding a prayer vigil for me.  She said that one of her friends with a Catholic background was 
led to pray especially for one woman saint to intercede for me—that saint was the woman with 
the issue of blood.  Curious, strange, powerful.  Ponder these things in your heart, I thought.   
 When I talked with my oncologist a few days before surgery, expressing my worries 
about the cancer taking off in my bones and the rest of my body while we waited for surgery, he 
said something interesting to me.  “Beth—we have to do this surgery.  This is our golden egg—
no pun intended.”  It was a spontaneous comment—but a great pun—perhaps even a great 
spiritual metaphor?!  You see, over the past seven years of dealing with breast cancer 
metastasized throughout my skeleton, we had never been able to get our hands on the enemy—
there was no way to get a sample of the tumor since it was so diffuse in the bones.  But now the 
cancer had ventured into new territory—strangely into an organ I could afford to lose.  And in 
losing that organ, we might just gain direct contact with the enemy.  My doctor could take the 
tumor material and test it in a lab to see what chemicals would be best at annihilating it.  This 
new frightening progression in the cancer might paradoxically be our “golden egg.”   
 As I went in for surgery that Friday, at one point the surgeon gave me a form to sign 
acknowledging that I understood that after the surgery I would not be able to have any more 
children.  It was a matter of paperwork.  We all knew that at 51 years old after 14 years of 
battling breast cancer that I would no longer be able to have children.  Right?  Yes, of course.  I 
joked about Sarah and Abraham’s miracle with the doctor.  She joined with me.  Then the 
anesthesiologist gave me a little medicine that sank me into a deep sleep.  When I woke up, I was 
told that the surgery went well.  In fact, they were able to remove my ovaries laproscopically, 
rather than cutting me wide open; and the cancer appeared to possibly be contained to the ovaries 
rather than spread throughout my abdomen.  I thought of my sister Laura’s prayer—“Lord, just 
channel all that cancer into her ovaries, and then have the surgery remove that enemy from her 
body.”  Wow—what a prayer, and what a surgical result.  I was grateful—for all the prayer, and 
for such a positive initial surgical report.  When talking with the surgeon that night, we asked her 
whether she noticed anything unusual, since a lot of prayer was flowing through her that day.  
She said that nothing strange or mystical happened, but that it was about the best result possible.  
That was strange and mystical enough for me!   
 Many of the little signs and wonders reported by my praying friends served as a mosaic 
of Christ’s face to me as well.  Two friends praying for me in Virginia lit their Advent wreath 
during their prayer vigil.  When they went to blow out the candles, they just wouldn’t seem to go 
out.  Perhaps my life was not going to be snuffed out by this cancer either.  Perhaps.  Who 
knows?  One friend prayed for God to give her some words of Scripture to give me through this 
ordeal.  Without knowing about my earlier lectio divina experience, she was drawn to the verses 
in the gospels about Jesus setting his face resolutely towards Jerusalem.  Curious.  Strong, flint-
like support for me in the face of a tough medical process.   She also was led to Isaiah 38:1-8.  
Unbeknownst to her, this was the very verse that came to me several years earlier during a 
difficult time in my battle with cancer.  A huge, white crane mysteriously landed on my porch; I 



strangely thought I’d do a word study on cranes; and I came to Isaiah 38—Hezekiah was given a 
word from God that he was going to die; he prayed to God for mercy and healing; and God 
extended his life for 15 more years—he “moaned like a crane” when he heard the initial bad news 
and then cried out in a different way—through praise—when he was given more life.  The crane 
became a little private symbol of God’s hope and presence in my life after that.  But my friend 
didn’t know that story.  More “coincidences” or God’s incidences.  Perhaps God wanted to give 
me continued hope for healing and life?   
 My twin sister flew in from Texas to rub my feet, give my worried children the personal 
attention they needed in such a stressful time, and to heroically take over the household while I 
rested.  It was such a gift to me—but as I heard the relief in the voices of my various friends, I 
realized it was a gift to them as well.  They knew I would be well cared for.  She even offered for 
her whole family to come out and essentially create Christmas for our family—an offer too 
generous to accept—but hey, we did anyway—as a cancer patient, I have learned that it makes 
more sense to say “sure” when you’re in need and others heroically offer to help.  Another friend 
came to visit me and presented me with an incredible Christmas present of the season—she had 
been inspired to create a personal set of “lessons and carols” for me—each Scripture verse and 
Christmas carol she had chosen had a particular meaning for my journey, which she gently and 
wisely shared with me.  She read and sang these to me as I rested in my living room recliner.  
Care doesn’t get any more meaningful or tender than this!   
 My pastor wrote me a long, deep, prayerful letter days before my surgery.  He began the 
letter with this curious Christmas image—“You have been in my heart and prayers many, many 
times in recent days, ever since learning of your ‘lit up’ ovaries.  Somehow, reading your 
description of your oncologist’s way of delivering this unwanted news, I heard it as though he 
had said, ‘Beth, it’s the strangest thing!  You have what looks like Christmas lights now in your 
ovaries!  But I think it’s cancer instead!’  There have been so many strange and difficult twists 
and turns on this journey for you and for all of us with you, and I guess there was some measure 
of God’s grace in my hearing this news this way, rather than as some somber death sentence.  So, 
I’m going to continue to picture this cancer in your ovaries as misplaced Christmas lights that 
mysteriously got hung in the wrong place in the franticness of Christmas!  A trusted surgeon 
needs to get in there, unplug them, and put them some other place where they belong!”  He 
continued on by sharing a number of verses that had come to him for me.  One of them was 
Psalm 84:5-7—“Happy are those whose strength is in you, who have set their hearts on 
pilgrimage.  As they go through the valley of Baca (weeping, or dryness), they make it a place of 
refreshing springs; pools of blessing collect after the rains.  They go from strength to strength till 
each appears before God in Zion.”  What a lovely word picture of encouragement.  But what 
made my heart leap was that he had just written to me the exact verse out of all the Bible that 
came to my heart in May when I was praying about whether I should follow through on a 
pilgrimage to Israel with my sisters.  It was that same verse that came to me as I arrived at the 
Western Wall, the site of the temple in Jerusalem.  It was that verse that a rabbi nearby 
expounded on hours later.  It was that verse that turned into a song we sang together as we 
traveled through Israel;  and it was that verse that came to my cousin two years earlier in a 
dream—which she remembered as we sang that song to her in Virginia upon our return home 
from Israel.  The verse seemed to be an encouragement to make our lives into pilgrimages of 
sorts—to go with gusto to new places of the heart and the world.  They also seemed to offer a 
picture of how we might traverse the dry or wet (via tears) times in our life journeys—to 
proactively create some relational experiences that might serve as “refreshing springs” to our 
souls, while watching for and catching whatever rains God might send from on high through our 
desert times.  Scripture incidences.  As curious and as encouraging as that picture of Christmas 
lights.   
 That same week, I talked with an administrative assistant at the university where I teach.  
She and a number of other staff members had been dear and bold enough to circle round me and 



pray for me as I faced what we thought was chemotherapy the week before.  As I talked with her 
on the phone, she confessed something to me.  “Beth, when I was praying for you, I felt heat in 
my abdomen.  I didn’t know what to make of it, so I didn’t say anything.” That was two days 
before anyone knew the cancer was in my ovaries.  Could the Holy Spirit have been giving her a 
word of wisdom and healing regarding my battle with cancer?  Curious.  Ponder these things in 
your heart. 
 So why in the world am I going through a litany of strange, curious God incidences that 
have occurred in these past weeks of Advent?  Well—I just need to write them down somewhere.  
You know, God says to write down and remember His works—share them with the next 
generation.  My ovaries may not be as big as the Red Sea—but God is at work in this battle with 
my particular Egyptian-type enemy.  But also, I think it is a picture of how God works.  Each 
person in this broader body of Christ surrounding me was just “doing his or her part” (Ephesians 
4: 16), praying for me, cooking me soup, reading Scripture to me, rubbing my feet, sending me 
music CDs.  Each offered me words of encouragement and care, and some timidly shared with 
me a few of the more powerful, strange words or pictures that came to them as they prayed for 
me.  Any one of these words might have seemed at best limited in impact or at worst rather 
bizarre.  But as my friends courageously told me their experiences in prayer, the puzzle pieces fit 
together in a bright clear message of encouragement for me.  It was as if the various pieces of 
encouragement were like the different lights on a Christmas tree—together they formed quite a 
mosaic of color, and a rather powerful message from God that He is with me—Emmanuel—God 
with us.  If any one of the lights did not go on, it might have limited the whole strand of lights 
from shining forth (like the strings of lights we used to get before electrical wisemen figured out 
how to wire them in a way that didn’t leave one bum light keeping the whole string from 
working).  Each word in itself was a bright but simple light—but together the lights convinced me 
that God knew my plight and was on the move toward healing and comfort for me.  So, as I said 
to the wonderful administrative assistant—be sure to keep sharing your little promptings in prayer 
with the people they seem to be intended to encourage.  Be bold;  be gentle;  but speak forth, and 
keep praying.   
 Now the other picture that seems to be emerging from all these experiences of the last 
weeks is that of an “issue” of some sort.  My almost-teenage son occasionally reminds me—
“Mom—you have issues.”  I know—we all do.  “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of 
God” (Rom. 3:23).    And in psychological language—we all have issues.  But this month I had a 
different sort of issue.  You see, something was dreadfully wrong with my ovaries—like the 
woman with the issue of blood.  I remember when I was diagnosed with breast cancer fourteen 
years ago, five days after I bore my first child.  I was so scared and devastated—about lots of 
things, but especially about my family being nipped in the bud right as it was just beginning to 
bud.  I can remember praying with my small group.  I had a little sense in my heart that God 
might be saying, “Beth, I am going to give you more children.”  It was a gentle piece of 
encouragement as I faced surgery, chemotherapy, and ultimately tying of my tubes to prevent any 
more stimulation of cancer in my body.  That tube tying was a deep cut into my mother’s heart.  
But four years later, on Good Friday, we heard from a young mother that she might be interested 
in giving us her son for adoption.  By Easter Sunday, she had decided a big “yes” to that pivotal 
issue.  God brought new life into our family point of pain.   
 But now here I was facing a further surgical extraction of my childbearing organs.  This 
was no wonderful experience of bearing a beautiful new baby.  No this was a “bearing” of 
suffering—a labor of a different sort.  I remember my pastor talking to me last year about the 
various ways to bear suffering.  He suggested that rather than carrying his suffering like a 
packhorse, Jesus bore his suffering like a woman bearing a child.  It’s hard to be pregnant.  It’s 
heavy; you get exhausted; your legs swell; sometimes you puke.  But a pregnant mother also rubs 
her tummy and talks to her new baby and gets excited in the midst of the aches and burdens of 
pregnancy.  Now with cancer in my ovaries, it would be weird and crazy-making for me to rub 



my tummy and offer oohs and aahs over this internal issue at hand.  But—stay with me in this 
picture for a moment.  It actually helped me as I walked through the days of my week knowing I 
had cancer growing inside me to think of the PET scan lights as guiding the medical wisemen to 
where and how they might nail this enemy of cancer.  It helped me to hear my sister pray that the 
cancer be funneled and trapped in one place in my body—ready for excision and a defeat in the 
battle I was waging.  It also helps to consider that some of the fear and pain and worry that I am 
bearing as a cancer patient might—just might—serve some purpose of growth in my life or 
inspiration to others who are also battling cancer.  Might this labor of mine bear some unexpected 
fruit?  Might there even be other spiritual children God intends for me to bear or nurture in some 
way?  Could it be possible that I might actually experience, along with the pain and fear, a “happy 
issue out of all this affliction”?  Is that too much to ask?  Is that a weird way to deny my serious 
plight or rationalize a terribly bad situation?  Or is it a way to get through it redemptively?  I think 
of the verse in Isaiah 66:9—“‘Do I bring to the moment of birth and not give delivery?’ says the 
Lord.”  Surely at such points of pain and labor in our life journeys God might be willing, even 
eager, to bring about some new life in the midst of the tortuous labor process we must endure.   
 My pastor talked to me about how women in labor get through it.  Lamaze is one 
strategic way to handle the pain.  Focus;  focus—if a woman in labor can keep a focus on 
something clear and positive, it helps.  If she has a coach—perhaps like the words given to me 
before surgery and the praying friends surrounding me in all sorts of ways—she can get through 
the labor more effectively.  If she can “go with the flow” of the labor—not fight it—push into the 
process rather than clench back—sort of like “facing in resolutely” and “not drawing back,” as I 
heard in Isaiah—then the process proceeds with fewer complications.  For a young eager 
pregnant woman, she can focus on the joy of a bright bouncing new baby.  For a worn out middle 
aged woman with cancer in her ovaries, she can’t focus on a bouncing new baby.  But I can focus 
on the ways I might help my children learn how to handle pain in their lives ahead.  I might focus 
on the ways God can birth in me new pieces of maturity or on ways He might allow me to birth 
new people into the kingdom somehow as I wander through the oncology/maternity halls of my 
journey.  It doesn’t take away the pain.  It doesn’t take away the sorrow of losing the very body 
parts that are created to bring joy and generativity to our lives.  It doesn’t keep the crap out of this 
crappy journey.  But it does redeem it in some ways.  And it keeps it from being pure misery 
without some sets of lights along the way.   
 Make lemonade if you have a bag of lemons.  Find joy in each day no matter how 
miserable.  “Whatever is true or noble or right or pure or lovely or admirable—if anything is 
praiseworthy—think about these things” (Philippians 4:8)—at least for a few moments each day 
if we can’t think such saintly thoughts all the time through a tortuous journey of grief or medical 
misery or loss or loneliness or financial duress or whatever.  As long as we have such heavy 
loads, try bearing something fruit-like rather than just misery.  That’s how I’m coaching myself in 
some moments of this present journey (of course as a psychologist, I am also milking myself for 
feelings and process too—beware how much you study—all that could turn on you in later times 
of your life).  For me, this Christmas is turning into one of my best.  Because the lemonade I am 
making for Christmas is this—instead of rushing around checking off things on my Christmas list 
and spending money that I hate to spend on material items, I am sitting in my comfy living room 
chair writing this story, listening to lovely Christmas music, milking my medical difficulties for 
all they’re worth at Christmas.  It is a great reason to STOP—to rest, to cancel the lists and 
busyness of the season, to realize no one will melt if they don’t receive a meaningful timely gift 
from me.  I am experiencing an upside down, inside out Christmas.  Not only are my innards 
taken out, but my inner self is being renewed while I face that “outer decay” that II Corinthians 4 
talks about.  I like this style of Christmas so much that it quite likely will alter my approach to 
Christmas in seasons to come.  (Of course I must acknowledge that it makes it more possible for 
me to stop when I, as woman of the home, “have a wife” for the season in the form of my twin 
sister helping me.)  



 Yet my twin sister has already learned to create an “alternative Christmas” of quiet 
contemplation and minimalist gifts.  This year she held an Advent evening in her home.  She 
invited her friends to join her for an evening of silence interspersed with Christmas readings.  She 
lit candles, turned out the lights, and had her friends sit in contemplative silence punctuated by 
meaningful readings and thoughtful words from her various guests.  At the end, she gave out the 
only gifts she was giving them this year—a basic item of life that might become a reminder to 
them of how an ordinary activity in their lives could become an offering to God.  This particular 
year she gave each of them a wooden mixing spoon, with an attached poem she had written as she 
had meditated on the ways God “stirs us up” (Psalm 45:1;  Hebrews 10:24).  Curiously, one of 
her guests noted that the collect of that very day happened to be the exact verse that she read at 
the Advent gathering—Psalm 45:1—“My heart is stirred by a noble theme as I recite my verses 
for the king.”  Another guest noted that it was the third week of Advent—the very time that for 
years her friends have had a “stirring up” party in which they together stir up a batch of figgy 
pudding and pray for God to “stir them up” in new ways that third week of Advent—the week the 
pink joy candle is lighted—and then they all take some of the figgy pudding home to bake.  
Wow—what a confluence of verses and spiritual experiences—not unlike the confluence of 
coincidences or God incidences around my surgery.  As my sister’s friends were pondering these 
things in their hearts, one woman declared—“I think God is just showing off!”  Indeed—I think 
he was showing off through my surgery as well.  When I mentioned this to my pastor, he noted 
that indeed one of the next events in the Christmas season is Epiphany—a celebration of God 
“showing up,” offering a star to guide us to the place where he shows up in our lives.  Showing 
up, showing off—God with us—Emmanuel—a child is born to us this season—a child who will 
bear much suffering with and for us—so that new life might be born in us, through good times 
and bad.  As that carol that is often sung too glibly or cheerfully in dark times, “Joy to the 
World,” says in the often omitted verse three—“He comes to make His blessings flow, far as the 
curse is found, far as the curse is found.”  Yes—as far as the curse is found—into cancerous 
ovaries, and deformed children, and empty bank accounts, and conflictual family 
circumstances—as far and deep and wide as the darkness penetrates our lives, that far he seeps 
His Emmanuel presence into our lives.  He shows up; sometimes he shows off; and always He 
is—the great I AM.  So even with cancer threatening my body, I am going to light my Christmas 
tree, sip a Starbucks latte, listen to Christmas songs, and be grateful for the ways my darkness has 
been “lit up” this holiday season and beyond.   
 
     Beth Fletcher Brokaw 
     December 21, 2006        
 
 
 
 
May 17, 2007 
 
Dear Family and Friends: 
 Well, this last month I kept waiting to get a bit of energy and inspiration back before 
sending out an email update.  Then I finally realized that if I waited for that,  I might never write 
you again for a long time, and I’d miss out on prayer support for this tough journey.  This spring I 
have been on another course of chemotherapy (Abraxane), along with an experimental medicine 
for breast cancer (Avastin).  Now I know why I was dreading going back on chemo so much. It is 
hard!  I think my body is just really worn out from years of chemotherapy and other medicines.  I 
feel worn to a nub-with little energy, personality, or life left in me.  So-my doctor is giving me a 
bit of a break from chemo-and hopefully will go ahead and change me to some hormonal course 
of treatment this month.  He’s having to dip low in the barrel for any options left-but then again, 



we’ve dipped in that barrel over and over and miraculously something else has “worked” to stave 
off the cancer.  So, I ask once again, for your incredible prayer support.  I think each of you must 
have various ways of praying, and together they form a quilt of support over me.  I was just 
reading in II Kings 6-where Elisha was surrounded by the enemy.  His servant was 
understandably worried.  And Elisha prayed for the Lord to open his servant’s eyes-so he would 
realize that there were more forces in their court than in the enemy’s court. And lo and behold, 
the servant’s eyes were opened, and he saw tons of horses and chariots of fire surrounding Elisha.  
I certainly can’t see or feel like my forces are strong enough to do battle right now-but maybe 
God will muster up some chariots of fire around this Brokaw home.  We’ve had plenty of other 
fires here in California-why not chariots of fire for a change?   
 On a positive note, the tumor markers are down (yeah) and the latest PET and bone scans 
look pretty good.  So, the chemo has at least hammered the cancer as powerfully as the rest of my 
body.  And an earlier scare regarding a mass on my pituitary gland turned out not to be cancer.  
And even better yet-my children are doing well in school and life (though it is hard with a sick 
mother), David is as healthy as those horses on Elisha’s hills, and my twin sister recently arrived 
in our home to masterfully and empathically offer sustenance of all kinds to us.  If any of you are 
debating on whether to have more children (or exhausted and wondering how you will survive the 
current developmental demands of parenting), just remember how wonderful it is (sometimes) to 
have siblings in midlife and old age.   I keep reminding Laura of that when Nathan’s energetic 
ways can annoy her-just think how energetic he’ll be in midlife, in a good way-right?  See-I still 
have pieces of hope of all kinds keeping me going, on some days.   
 I also was delighted this spring to be a part of a number of women’s retreats (in Alabama 
and northern California), and my sister Anne and I have another one planned for June 1-3 in 
Malibu, California.  The theme of these retreats is “Strength for the Journey”-we share stories of 
life challenges and experiences of God in our midst.  Somehow sharing honestly about difficulties 
and praying deeply and corporately for God’s presence seems to create a powerful, redemptive 
experience on these retreats.  So-could you also pray for this upcoming retreat (and if any of you 
want to come, we’d love to have you-but let us know quickly!). As I was praying, I was 
wondering how on earth I would rally for this retreat, and the words that came to me were-“This 
is MY retreat” (not yours or anyone else’s) and “my power is made perfect in weakness.” So I 
guess it could be pretty powerful (based on the extent of weakness I’m facing).   
 Thanks to each of you who have sent us cards and music CDs and food and all sorts of 
pieces of encouragement these last months.  I must confess that sometimes I feel guilty for not 
writing thank you notes and not returning letters and phone calls.  I just have been so 
overwhelmed! So if you call or send any letters, emails, or packages into our home-know that 
they are not lost or forgotten.  Rather, they were greatly appreciated!  But my capacity for 
reciprocity is about nil. It is such a humbling thing for someone who used to be a Type A 
extrovert.  Oh well-His power is made perfect in weakness-right?  Also, thanks soooo much to 
any of you who helped support the fundraising auction my daughter Laura had for disabled 
children in Guatemala.  We were able to pull off this event before I lost all my energy this spring.  
Laura was deeply touched by the generosity and support of the broader body of Christ, and she’s 
eager to continue with mission projects (this summer she’ll go to Nicaragua with her church 
group and to Bolivia with her Aunt Anne-another plus for siblings in midlife).  Somehow God is 
helping us maintain enough outreach so we don’t become too myopic (at least not all the time) in 
our household.  For this I am thankful.    
 I wish you each strength for your own journeys.  If you still have energy or mental 
capacities in midlife or beyond, say an extra prayer of thanksgiving today.  They are wonderful 
resources to have!  I hope I’ll be in better shape the next time I write you. May those horses 
gallop forward for you and for me! 
     Love,  
     Beth             



 
 
 
July 20, 2007 
 
Dear Family and Friends: 
 Recently David and I had a chance to get away together for a few days of relational 
relaxing while Nathan was at camp and Laura was in Maine with my sister and her family.  We 
spent some time at the beautiful oceanside town of Cambria, CA. On the last day, during lunch, 
my pager went off.  It was my oncologist.  Oh no.  I called the office. The nurse answered the 
phone—she told me that they wanted to page me to tell me that they had good news! The recent 
tumor markers they took after a month of treatment on one last possible hormonal treatment 
showed that the cancer was being pushed back by this treatment.  Yeah and hooray!  I feel like a 
cat with more than nine lives. It is amazing what it is like to be off chemotherapy.  I keep thinking 
of the curious Old Testament phrase—“the life is in the blood.” My life had just about been 
sapped out of my blood this spring—and now life is gradually pouring back in.  It is such a 
wonder to behold within my body.  So thank you, thank you again for your powerful prayers and 
all types of encouragement.  As I talked with my oncologist on the next follow up visit, he asked 
me how long I had been facing the metastasis.  I noted that it had been over seven years (which of 
course he knew, but we were reflecting on the details). He seemed amazed and said, “Beth, I 
think it has something to do with your spirituality.”  Yes, indeed, it has to do with God—and 
actually YOUR (my friends’ and family’s) spirituality and prayers.  It was touching to have my 
oncologist (who has been a key hero to me in keeping me alive) acknowledge the power of God 
along with and through medicine.   
 We are now able to consider summer as a “normal” family phenomenon without the 
specter of cancer hovering so ominously over us right at the moment.  So—Nathan is riding bikes 
and skateboarding and swimming with friends, and Laura is actually jet setting around the 
world—going to Maine, then Nicaragua with her church group, then Bolivia with her Aunt Anne.  
She actually just recently returned from Nicaragua—what a deep time of connecting with her 
church group as they helped with a medical clinic, construction project, and vacation Bible school 
in an area of Nicaragua that had never had a mission team visit it before.  She came back with 
bug bites and a heart change.  I realized that the physical risks of international traveling are less 
problematic than the psychological risks of keeping an American teenager totally immersed in 
our culture for all of teen years. And yes, we will still get to see her some this summer—and even 
have a family vacation together in August, exploring the coast of California.  
 Thanks too for your prayers about the recent retreat my twin sister and I led in Malibu, 
California.  It was an amazing time of connecting with other women and with God through hard 
journeys with cancer, grief, chronic pain, and all sorts of life challenges.  Somehow experiencing 
“communion” with one another and Christ is the most “delicious” experience I have these days.  
This retreat ministry seems to be unfolding in exciting ways—my two sisters and I hope to have 
additional “Strength for the Journey” retreats in California and Alabama next year, as well as to 
initiate one in Virginia as well. My twin sister Anne and her family are building a retreat home on 
the family farm in Lexington, Virginia—and hopefully there will be many retreats of all types 
there in the coming years.  If any of you are interested in being a part of any of these retreats, let 
us know and we’ll give you the dates and places as we know them. So—you probably can tell 
that life is gradually flowing back into my blood now—so I might as well plan to be alive and 
useful for whatever days I have ahead.   
 Here’s wishing you some relaxation in the midst of the paradoxically high parenting 
demands of summertime.  We Brokaws remain ever grateful for your concrete, abstract, spiritual, 
culinary, and all types of faithful, creative support.   
 



      Love,  
      Beth 
 
 
 
 
      May 16, 2008 
 
Dear Family and Friends: 
 Well--I’m giving you a little chance to see how it feels to be God.  Are you ready?  You 
see, I have been so incognito in these last many months--of course I have thought of you and 
prayed for many of you and thought I would like to write you--but did I pick up this email option 
and connect with you?  No.  But now--now I am writing you--because I need you.  Must be how 
God feels occasionally about our pattern of connection with Him.   
 So what do I need now, you ask?  Well, you can probably guess.  
My journey with metastasized cancer has been a series of ups and downs (or ins and outs if you 
prefer a more contemplative labyrinth metaphor).  I take one treatment and it “works!”--for 
awhile.  And then the cancer finds a way around it, and we have to find another treatment option.  
Miraculously many more treatment options have worked than we might have expected.  Thank 
you for your prayers!!   
 We are now at one of those turns again.  I have been on a hormone called Megase, which 
has amazingly worked at holding the cancer back (and causing huge weight gain--sigh, sigh--so 
many odd side effects--but it’s well worth it for LIFE).  But now the tumor markers are rising and 
the cancer is on the march again--it appears that it has moved into a lymph node near my neck, 
into my left pelvis, and perhaps elsewhere.  My doctor is concerned that it may also be in my 
peritoneum (abdomen)--given the extra cancer cells floating around my ovaries when they were 
removed over a year ago.  We have some challenging treatment decisions to make--with limited 
options left.  So I am sending you an SOS for prayer--for those specific body parts named and for 
wisdom for my doctor and other consultants and myself as the next treatment decision is made.  
Your prayers have helped with so many other difficult choices, and for healing, along this 
journey.  We thank you soooooo very much, and just keep coming back to you for more help.  
 In the meantime, we want you to know that we have fully and gratefully used this past 
year for as much LIFE as possible in the exhausted aftermath of last year’s chemotherapy.  We 
actually took  a family vacation (just the four of us) up the coast of California last August--the 
highlight for me was walking across the Golden Gate Bridge with Laura--we saw the world from 
a different perspective and felt so invigorated!  We were able to celebrate Christmas with almost 
all the Fletcher/Grizzle/Henry/Brokaw relatives at Christmas in the incredibly inviting and 
creative retreat home that the Grizzles have built on the family farm in Lexington, Virginia. The 
home allows for such a great combination of cousin connecting and yet quiet contemplation—
family vacation has lost all its oxymoron qualities at this point.  And my sisters and I, along with 
many dear friends, have continued to lead women’s retreats for those dealing with tough life 
challenges--we’ve invaded Alabama, California, Texas, and Virginia thus far--and we’re going to 
Pennsylvania in the fall.  For any of you interested in joining us (in any one of those locations), 
just contact my wonderful and best big sister Laura at henryla@auburn.edu.   
 In the meantime, our daughter Laura is just turning sweet 16--and she truly is sweet--a 
very eager world traveler--going to Taize, France with her church small group this summer to 
experience one of the most alive spiritual hotspots for teens from all over the world.  Nathan did 
an awesome job playing the part of a chancellor to the king in a recent school play--and his birth 
mother and two twin nieces were able to join us all to watch it.  He brags about having three 
family sides--more than most people’s two family sides.  It seems like it is good for him to have 
this sturdy connection as he moves into teen years. 



 And we all seem to like each other--another miracle.   
 So there you have it--a Brokaw update along with an SOS.  We do hope that your ins and 
outs of life are taking you to enjoyable places for the most part.  As you pray for healing and this 
most precarious medical decision up ahead for me, I will pray a quilt of prayers over you my 
friends and family--that God will direct you as well, whether you are launching children into 
soccer or college, or choosing midlife changes of trajectory, or deciding what to fix for dinner.  
Thanks always for being there--just like God!--even when you don’t hear from me for awhile.   
 
      Love,  
      Beth    
 
 
 

                                                                                                                                                    
June 17, 2008 

  
Dear Family and Friends: 

Thank you so much for your many prayers and expressions of encouragement over this 
past month.  After multiple scans, exploratory surgery, and much, much waiting and wondering, 
my doctors have made a final treatment decision.  The great news is that even though my doctors 
felt strongly that the cancer had most likely jumped to the peritoneum (the space around the 
various organs within the abdominal cavity—a scary place to have cancer), it does not appear to 
be there.  Many scans, exploratory surgery, and abdominal washings have pretty much ruled that 
out. Thank you for your specific prayers—it seems like a miraculous “pushing back” of the 
cancer.  The tough news, however, is that the cancer markers are still up and thus the cancer 
seems to be lurking and growing somewhere else, most likely in my bones.  Sooo—I start on a 
difficult new course of systemic chemotherapy this Wednesday.  The chemo is Doxil (a relative 
of the chemo, Adriomyacin)—with side effects of fatigue, sore hands and feet, low white and red 
blood cells, GI challenges, hair loss, and many more too numerous to mention (can you tell I am 
concerned about the side effects?—Also you seemed so great at praying for my specific body 
parts!  I thought I’d list a few more for you to focus on.) Of course prayer for beating back the 
cancer is even more important than the minimizing of side effects. 

As I was driving home from my oncologist’s office, grateful for his thorough and wise 
decision making and yet bummed about facing the fatigue and non-functioning that chemo seems 
to precipitate in me, I saw something that startled and then encouraged me.  On the three story 
brick building where I was going to sign a medical release—there on the side was a HUGE 
symbol—a snake wound around a pole—the curious symbol used in many medical settings.  
Then as I drove home, right in front of me was an ambulance—with two such symbols on its back 
doors.  It reminded me of the story in Numbers 21—worth reading if you haven’t done so in 
awhile (only those of you who march through the Bible every year probably remember this one).  
Anyway, it is a story that came to me several years ago when I was listening to a CD by Michael 
Card (his song, “Lift Up the Suffering Symbol” is based on this story).  The Israelites were 
almost to the Promised Land; and then, of course (like me), they started to grumble.  Then 
poisonous snakes appeared in the desert and bit and killed some of them.  Sooo—they begged 
Moses to pray to the Lord to take them away.  But God didn’t take them away!!  Instead He told 
them a very strange thing—He told Moses to make a bronze snake and put it on a pole.  Then He 
said that when the people looked up, straight at that snake on the pole, that they would be spared 
and made whole.  Weird.  Bizarre.  BUT—that is the same strange symbol that I saw on the 
medical building and ambulance in this modern American time.  Essentially God was using a 
different healing tactic—the people had to face what scared them, and look UP towards their fears 
but also towards God—and then the healing would flow.  Three years ago, when I was first struck 



by this story, I prayed about what my “snake-on-a-pole” was.  Within a few minutes, clear as day, 
what came to my mind was---a chemotherapy IV pole with chemo dripping from it!  Chemo 
patients even call the chemo I will be getting “the red devil” (fits the snake image)—because it is 
red and so devilish in its side effects.  BUT, a friend just today suggested I try a different form of 
imagery during chemotherapy this time.  Consider that red substance on the IV pole to be a 
reminder of the healing properties of the red blood of Christ moving through my blood stream 
(actually quite similar to the image the gospel writer John used from the desert story—“Just as 
Moses lifted up the snake in the desert, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, that everyone who 
believes in him may have eternal life”—the verse right before the well-known John 3:16).  So—I 
clearly have some powerful images to ponder as I face what I am NOT looking forward to—but 
what just may keep me alive to be a mother and friend and person in the coming year.  So—tough 
medicine to keep me ALIVE.  I’ll take it.  But please pray for my energy, attitude, and family.  It 
could be another grueling 6 months.  I am sooo grateful for the last year of reprieve—I feel like 
patting my little Megase pills and thanking them (to be honest, I have actually done that—a 
primitive way to express deep gratefulness).   

So—that’s my medical update, with a Bible story to boot, whether or not you asked for it.  
It’s hard for me to just send sterile medical update emails—they seem so boring and medically 
preoccupied (which of course I am right now).  Please pray too that our family can still have 
some fun this summer, including a trip I was planning with my daughter Laura to England and 
Ireland—LIFE must go on, if at all possible (that’s my motto at the moment—at least before I 
feel totally fatigued).  Also please pray for the “Strength for the Journey” women’s retreat in 
California this coming weekend—which will definitely proceed, even though it is two days after 
my first hit of chemo.  “My power is made perfect in weakness.”—that was what came to me as 
we entered the California retreat last year—but it may just be a continuing message for us all.  As 
I said in my last email, please enjoy and appreciate every part of your body that functions—and 
even pat them and thank them if you are so moved.  And if you do have a snake of some sort in 
your life—put it on a pole, face it, and may God heal you in profound ways.  Thanks always for 
your prayers and love!!!  I send mine back your way!   
  
         Love,  
         Beth 
  
P. S.  Just a warning—I am terrible at answering calls, letters, and emails—especially when I am 
wasted on chemotherapy.  Just getting a few meals on the table, connecting with my children, and 
going to medical appointments takes all my energy.  Know that I deeply appreciate every 
expression of care—and know that my lack of response is no reflection of my care or appreciation 
for you but rather a reflection of my personal exhaustion.   
 
   

 
 
      
May 22, 2009 
 
Dear Friends and Family: 
 My father has been an avid whitewater canoeist for many years now.  Occasionally he 
has taken me along for the ride.  What strikes me is how varied the river is--sometimes murky, 
often clear, with some tough whitewater rapids, sometimes one after another, and then long, calm 
stretches of “lazy river.”  I have been picturing my life that way recently.  It has been a long time 
since I sent out an email update--after starting a new round of chemotherapy last summer, I felt 
like I hit an exciting whitewater rapid, then ran into murky waters, and then faced multiple tough 



rapids over the last six months.  Let me explain.  The exciting rapid last summer was taking a trip 
to England and Ireland with my 16 year old daughter, Laura.  We had hoped and planned for this 
for two years—and then medical complications hit—but were addressed just barely in time for us 
to pull off this adventure. Sooo, while accumulating blisters on various parts of my body (chemo 
side effects), she and I had an incredible time, staying in a castle, visiting my nephew and his 
family, kissing the blarney stone (actually, I realized I didn’t need any more gift of gab, and 
couldn’t reach the stone anyway—so my daughter represented both of us with her kiss), and then 
meeting up with my twin sister and a special cousin for some contemplative time together in 
Ireland.  It was great, and challenging (driving on the left side of the road for miles!)—like a big 
rapid.   
 When I got back home, though, the effects of the chemo (without adventure adrenaline) 
hit me very hard—exhaustion, depression, GI problems—OK, that’s enough specifics.  A number 
of dear spiritual “sisters” began praying for me, which truly helped—along with antidepressants 
and good friendships.  
 Then our whole family hit a set of really huge rapids.  On Halloween day, my beloved, 
fun-loving, canoeing father had a severe stroke.  It was touch and go for weeks, and at 
Thanksgiving the whole family was together in Virginia, thinking these were quite possibly our 
last days with him.  Watching our vibrant father be so incapacitated was extremely difficult, as 
were the very tough medical decisions.  He could barely move and could only whisper a few 
words at a time, some making more sense than others.  We sang “Momma’s Little Baby Loves 
Shortnin’ Bread” and “I Sing a Song of the Saints of God” to him (quite a range of his favorite 
songs); we held his hands (and sometimes he patted ours back, in sweet Forest Fletcher fashion); 
and we held onto life with him while also saying goodbye. Then our Brokaw family had to get on 
a plane and go back to school and work in California.  Two days later, my father started walking 
and talking.  “Well I’ll be a monkey’s uncle,” my father would say. But—he has not recovered a 
great deal—he is still alive, but his short-term memory, orientation, and mobility are all highly 
compromised.  He told his sister recently, “I’ve lost my mind, but I’m getting along.”  Last 
month, when my sister asked him what state he was living in, he said—“Confusion.”  So—he has 
not lost his deep and characteristic sense of humor, or his kind, gracious, fun-loving personality—
but he is eeking out life in a highly limited state both physically and mentally.  After visiting him 
in November, I looked up into the dark night sky in California.  A sliver of a white moon was 
shining in that huge sky.  I sensed that God was showing me that my father is alive and yet just a 
sliver—yet somehow still shining for Him.  So I feel sometimes as well. 
 In the meantime, my two sisters and I have also been helping my mother adjust to her 
new situation. She has Alzheimers and was being well cared for by my father until he had his 
stroke.  That’s where we stepped in much more actively.  Actually, my two sisters have been 
doing the lion’s share of the helping, including finding excellent care facilities for my parents as 
well as ultimately going through all the family possessions, finances, and paper clips (there are a 
lot of big and little things to find and deal with at this stage of life).  These are not the rapids Dad 
enjoyed riding.  But then, I guess at times we all hit rapids around our life bends that are not 
necessarily predictable, planned, or pleasant.  Both my parents still have such flexibility and 
grace in their attitudes; we are grateful for them in soooo many ways.   
 In the meantime, yes, our children are still growing, doing homework, playing water polo 
and soccer, AND finding new things in life.  The big “finds” this year have been Alexander and 
Lily.  No—they are not romantic partners of my children or each other.  Rather, Alexander is 
Laura’s new used car (yes—she is driving on LA freeways—and we are scared and proud at the 
same time—worse than canoeing).  And Lily is Nathan’s new puppy.  For years, I have been 
allergic to dogs (physically and psychologically, so to speak)—but even old dogs can learn new 
tricks, so they say.  So—after many heart tugs, I “gave in,” only to be totally charmed and 
comforted by our (notice the change in possessive pronouns) sweet new family member.  David 
has been a steady, heroic, and devoted father through all these family rapids.  He has actually 



been on sabbatical this spring, which he sacrificed in part to various family needs, while also 
pursuing professional research (and creating a cool video of Laura’s water polo team). He has 
become quite the photographer and videographer—both for family fun and for a professional 
DVD on the life and work of a great assessment psychologist he has come to know quite well. I 
have also enjoyed a bit of academic contact, teaching an adjunct course on the integration of 
spirituality and psychology with some awesome, eager-to-learn students at Rosemead School of 
Psychology.  We always appreciate your prayers for our choppy, white waters as well as lovely 
blue-green waters of life.  Right now I am on a chemotherapy that is holding the cancer at bay, 
but I have received more than my technical lifetime limit of it—yet other options are limited—
perhaps a phase 1 trial for patients with the cancer gene.  Please pray for wise medical decisions 
and continued Houdini escapes for me from this cancer.       
 OK, if you read through this whole email, you are either to be congratulated, comforted, 
or prayed for.  I know we have been so out of touch this year, but honest and truly I think of so 
many of you every day—I remember funny stories, and your kind faces, and our histories 
together, and it brings me joy in the FLOW of life.  I pray that if the river of your life has seemed 
to dry up, that somehow new water would flow (Psalm 107:35);  and if you are on a potential 
crash course through multiple rapids (which seems more like the case with many of my friends), 
hold onto your canoe, paddle, friends, God, AND especially your sense of humor.  I hope our 
paths cross in some fun, non-treacherous way in the year ahead!   
 
      Love,  
      Beth  
 
P.S. My sisters, friends, and I have also been leading women’s retreats this year for folks 
experiencing various life challenges (which basically includes everyone).  The relationships that 
are made with one another and God on these retreats are sometimes quite amazing—and we enjoy 
them so much!  If you happen to be interested in joining us for one of these, we would love to see 
you there.  Below is a list of places, dates, and contact people for these retreats: 
 
Southern California—June 6, 2009;  Feb. 19-21, 2010; contact Catherine Hart Weber at 
catherine.hartweber@verizon.net 
 
Bethlehem, Pennsylvania—November 20-22, 2009;  contact Roena Clarke at rouva@comcast.net  
 
Lexington, Virginia—dates still to be decided; contact Roena Clarke at rouva@comcast.net   
 
Alabama—March 26-28, 2010; contact Laura Henry at henryla@auburn.edu  
 
Houston, Texas—dates still to be decided; contact Deborah Krummel 
atdeborahkru@sbcglobal.net       
 
P.P.S.  Recently the Los Angeles Times included a report on its front page about an octopus at the 
Santa Monica Aquarium that fiddled with a valve and ended up flooding the aquarium (and 
almost losing his life in dryness).  The staff were able to save the octopus, and the exhibit hall, 
but were quite overwhelmed by it all.  The LA Times suggested such an octopus have a name—
like FLO.  Such was the title of the article—“Go with the Flow.”  Later a friend informed me that 
the octopus is a sign of transformation—it can even lose an arm and grow another one.  So, for 
the summer my symbol of hope is the OCTAPUS—may we all keep from drying up, continue 
growing even if we lose a limb or our temper, and “go with the flow.”  
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     December 24, 2009 
 
Dear Family and Friends: 
 Christmas soahc to you!  (By the way, that is not a typo—that is the opposite of 
chaos—i.e. some type of peace and joy in one’s deeper gut).  I was pondering the songs 
playing in the stores about Christmas being the most wonderful time of the year—
actually it usually isn’t the best time of year—quite a few of us may just wonder why 
others are having a great time while we are remembering the loved ones or jobs or bodily 
functions we have lost this year.  But this year, I have to confess that the Brokaw family 
actually is experiencing this Christmas as a wonderful time in our lives.  Halleluia for 
good times amidst the challenging ones!   
 OK—so actually it has been an up and down year for us—but at this moment of 
this day, all is calm, all is bright.  We did pick the driest tree ever from WalMart (every 
time we hang an ornament on it, tons of needles fall off)—but we have so many beautiful, 
memory-evoking ornaments on it from our dear friends over the years.  Nathan did go to 
the emergency room last month where he was told that he most likely had a broken 
arm—but a few days later, the radiologist took an X-ray of the other arm and realized that 
the two arms look the same, so Nathan’s arm is not broken!   I (Beth) have been on 
chemotherapy for most of the year, but I have tolerated it pretty well (except for extreme 
fatigue and other symptoms not necessary to explain in a Christmas letter).  At one point 
this fall, it seemed that the cancer might be flaring again, so it was very scary.  But—then 
quite amazingly, right at that point, my name finally came up to the top spot for a place in 
a clinical trial (of a PARP 1 Inhibitor—go look that up on the Internet if you are a 
medical explorer). So for the last two months, I have been taking an experimental drug, 
paired with Cytoxin (a more common chemotherapy)—and so far, it seems that the 
cancer may not be expanding.  So—Christmas is calm and bright right now.  Nathan hit a 
very challenging place in school this year—very eager to spread his wings in terms of 
dress, hair, and all things teen and very not eager to work hours every night on 
homework.  So—we made a precarious decision to have him move from a private 
Christian school to the local public school.  It was great!  For about a week.  Then a few 
of the guys at the school got rather jealous of all the attention the girls were giving him.  
Threats led, amazingly, to his ultimately being released from that school and allowed to 
enter a much better one in a nearby district.  Go figure.  School rollercoaster ride for us.  
And teen years don’t look like they are going to be the speed of the children’s teacup ride 
at the fair.  Thank you for your prayers for our whole family, which I think the Lord 
siphoned onto Nathan in November!  He’s quite a bright, interpersonally astute, “cool” 
young man, with lots of energy for this next season of life. 
 In the meantime, Laura is now a senior in high school, applying for colleges!  We 
cannot even believe that we are facing her leaving us, after all this nail biting about 
cancer taking me.  The rollercoaster is zipping up in a positive way on this number.  She 
is playing water polo quite vigorously—practice interacting with her little brother leaves 
her able to hold her own above and under the water (yes, she is beautiful, thoughtful, and 
kind—but “sturdy” in body and soul).  She is looking on both East and West Coasts for 
her college landing place.  Pray not only for the right fit, but also for her wise move into 
adulthood.  We’re really so grateful to experience her developing into such a poised, 
adventurous, responsible, enjoyable young lady. 



 OK—so while all of us may be riding life rollercoasters, David seems to be 
manning the controls.  He is indeed one of the steadiest, most sacrificial people around.  
Over and over and over, he helps Nathan with homework, and cooks healthy breakfasts 
(except for the bacon), and teaches both challenging and entertaining courses at Azusa 
Pacific University, and takes our sweet dog Lily for walks, and . . . the list goes on.  
Thank you, David.  For fun, he’s taken up photography and is finding his creative juices 
flowing in midlife.   
 This year has also been an incredibly challenging one for my parents (Forest and 
Helen, in Virginia) and all of us who love them.  My wonderful father had a severe stroke 
in October of 2008.  We all gathered around him and thought he was moving on to the 
bigger canoeing whitewaters of heaven (there must be canoeing, if it is heaven).  But then 
he rallied.  And then he had more mini-strokes.  At present he is extremely compromised 
physically and mentally, but still alive and with vestiges of his incredible humor center 
still poking forth.  In the meantime, my mother has been diagnosed with Alzheimers, and 
yet incredibly she has been able to manage life in a semi-independent living facility that 
brightly challenges any negative stereotypes I had of “elder care homes.”  Her grateful, 
flexible spirit through this difficult year makes us once again deeply grateful for the 
parents we have.  
 One other continued development--my two sisters and I, along with some great 
friends, have been enjoying leading “Strength for the Journey” retreats in California, 
Pennsylvania, Virginia, Alabama, and Texas.  We’d love to have any of you join us, if 
you are interested in a weekend of sharing life stories with others and growing in spiritual 
acuity over the course of a weekend.  Just contact my sister Laura, who is sending out 
this email for me, to find out more details about dates and places.  We’ve experienced 
some wonderful “sisterhood” connections developing and have seen God work in 
amazing ways.     

So that’s us for now.  As I was reading through the Christmas story, I kept 
noticing that at every turn of Mary’s rollercoaster, she would “ponder these things in her 
heart.”  It has challenged me to do the same thing.  So as the New Year approaches, I 
have been remembering the curious moments in the year when something amazing, or 
different, or quietly regular but significant happened—when God seemed to be inserting 
Himself a bit more obviously into our life course.  I am now treasuring those moments as 
I sit in front of our Christmas tree, and I am pondering how they might be signs of what 
God is prompting in our family for the year to come.  We’ll see.  You’ll see, in your own 
lives.  And we all will continue riding the rollercoaster of life, wide-eyed on the turns, 
holding onto one another and God in the downturns, singing carols of life on the 
upswings, and paying our money and taking our turns throughout the whole process.  
May your soahc be permeated with God’s marinate of leaven (weird combo of images—
my frontal lobes are going—but I’m still riding).   
 
Love,  
Beth, along with David, Laura, and Nathan 


